
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

DOCTORAL DISSERTATION 

 

 

 

Maja Milas 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Celje, 2025 

 

 M
IL

A
S

 M
aj

a 
  
  
  
  
  
  

  
  
  
  

  
  
  

  
  
  

  
  
  

  
  
  

  
  

  
  

  
D

O
C

T
O

R
A

L
 D

IS
S

E
R

T
A

T
IO

N
  
  
  
  
  

  
  
  
  
  

  
  
  

  
  
  

  
  
  

  
  
  

  
  
  
  
  

  
 2

0
2
5
 



 

INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL 

FOR SOCIAL AND BUSINESS STUDIES 

Doctoral study programme Knowledge Management 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Doctoral dissertation 

 

 

 

INDEPENDENCE OF QUALITY ASSURANCE AGENCIES IN 

EUROPEAN HIGHER EDUCATION AREA 

 

 

Maja Milas 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Celje, 2025      Mentor: prof. dr. Nada Trunk Širca 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This dissertation owes much to the remarkable people whose guidance and support have 

inspired my curiosity and carried me through the pursuit of knowledge. 

 

My deepest gratitude goes to my director, Dr. Franci Demšar, for his trust and encouragement, 

and to my mentor, Dr. Nada Trunk Širca, for her insightful guidance and invaluable advice 

throughout my research, as well as to all the wonderful members of the faculty. 

 

I am also thankful to the Slovenian Quality Assurance Agency in Higher Education for 

making this doctoral research possible, and to my work colleagues, whose support and 

motivation have been invaluable. 

 

Last but not least, I owe heartfelt thanks to my husband, children, parents, brother, and aunt, 

as well as to my friends and colleagues. 

 

The unwavering encouragement, understanding, and care of all these people have carried me 

through this journey, and I am profoundly indebted to each of you. 

  



 

STATEMENT 

 

I, the undersigned student of the International School for Social and Business Studies      , 

with the registration number      , am the author of the doctoral dissertation entitled: 

Independence of Quality Assurance Agencies in European Higher Education Area. 

By signing this statement, I confirm that: 

- the doctoral dissertation is exclusively the result of my own research work, 

- the electronic version of this doctoral dissertation is identical to its printed version, 

- the text of the submitted doctoral dissertation is technically, stylistically, linguistically, and 

grammatically correct, and that all works and opinions of other authors used in my 

dissertation are properly cited and referenced in accordance with all the faculty’s regulations 

and guidelines related to the completion of third-cycle studies, 

- I have complied with the Guidelines on the Use of Artificial Intelligence and Generative 

Artificial Intelligence at ISSBS in the preparation of the dissertation, 

- I have obtained all necessary permissions for the use of unpublished materials, tables, 

images, and other content included in the dissertation and have properly documented them, 

- the submitted doctoral dissertation is original and has not been submitted for the acquisition 

of other professional and scientific titles, 

- I am aware that plagiarism (presenting other people’s work, whether written or graphical, 

as my own) is punishable under the Copyright and Related Rights Act and that I understand 

the consequences that proven plagiarism may have on the submitted dissertation and on my 

status at the International School for Social and Business Studies, in accordance with its 

policies and measures, 

- I transfer to the International School for Social and Business Studies the right to store the 

submitted doctoral dissertation in electronic form, the right to reproduce it, and the right to 

make it publicly available on the internet via the Repository of Independent Higher 

Education Institutions, and I consent to the use and publication of my personal data related 

to the completion of my studies. 

 

Place      , date      . Author’s Signature: ___________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



IV 

 

POVZETEK 

 

Doktorska disertacija obravnava koncept in prakso neodvisnosti agencij za zagotavljanje 

kakovosti v okviru Evropskega visokošolskega prostora. Čeprav Evropski standardi in smernice 

za zagotavljanje kakovosti (2015) vzpostavljajo skupen normativni okvir, se pri 

institucionalizaciji in uresničevanju neodvisnosti agencij v različnih nacionalnih sistemih še 

vedno pojavljajo pomembni izzivi. Raziskava temelji predvsem na kvalitativni metodologiji in 

obsega dva glavna sklopa: (1) mednarodno primerjalno študijo neodvisnosti agencij za 

kakovost, ki vključuje preliminarno raziskavo, analizo evalvacijskih poročil ENQA ter 

poglobljene intervjuje z vodji agencij in predstavniki združenj s področja zagotavljanja 

kakovosti, ter (2) nacionalno študijo primera Slovenije, izvedeno na podlagi anketiranja 

različnih deležnikov, kot so strokovnjaki, člani sveta agencije in člani pritožbene komisije. 

Ugotovitve razkrivajo občutne razlike med formalno in dejansko neodvisnostjo, tudi pri 

agencijah, ki veljajo za zgledne. Disertacija neodvisnost na novo opredeljuje kot dinamičen 

konstrukt, razvija mednarodni primerjalni analitični model, ki zajema tako formalne kot 

neformalne dejavnike, ter ponuja za odločevalce relevantna priporočila za krepitev neodvisnosti 

agencij za kakovost v Evropskem visokošolskem prostoru. 

 

Ključne besede: Zagotavljanje kakovosti, neodvisnost agencij, EHEA, de jure in de facto 

neodvisnost, dojemanja deležnikov, zunanji pritiski, Slovenija 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

This doctoral dissertation examines the concept and practice of independence among QA 

agencies within the EHEA. Although the ESG (2015) establish a common normative 

framework, significant challenges remain in how QA agency independence is institutionalised 

and exercised across national systems. The research employs a predominantly qualitative 

methodology with two main components: (1) an international comparative study of QA agency 

independence across the EHEA, comprising a preliminary study, analysis of external review 

reports by the ENQA, and interviews with QA leaders and representatives of QA associations; 

and (2) a national case study of Slovenia, based on insights from various QA stakeholders, 

including experts, board members, and members of the appeal committee. The findings reveal 

persistent gaps between formal and actual independence, even among agencies considered 

exemplary. The dissertation contributes original insights by reconceptualising independence as 

a dynamic construct, developing an international comparative analytical model that captures 

both formal and informal determinants, and offering relevant recommendations to enhance the 

independence of QA agencies across the EHEA. 

 

Keywords: Quality assurance, agency independence, EHEA, de jure and de facto independence, 

stakeholder perceptions, external pressures, Slovenia 
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1. INTRODUCTION: FRAMING QUALITY ASSURANCE INDEPENDENCE IN 

EUROPEAN HIGHER EDUCATION 

 

1.1. Research Topic on the Role and Importance of QA Agencies in Higher Education 

 

Quality Assurance (QA) has become a sine qua non of higher education governance, 

particularly within the European higher education area (EHEA), where it is recognized as a key 

driver of institutional development and policy reform (ENQA, 2015; Westerheijden, Stensaker 

and Rosa, 2007; Sursock, 2006, 2010, 2011). At the European policy level, documents such as 

the Bologna Process communiqués and the European Commission’s communications 

consistently emphasize the strategic role of QA in safeguarding the public interest, enhancing 

transparency, and strengthening institutional accountability (European Commission, 2009, 

2020; ENQA, 2015). Over the past three decades, scholars have made significant contributions 

to advancing critical debates on the meaning, purpose, and practice of quality in higher 

education (Elassy, 2015; Harvey, 2024; Williams, 2025). This period has also been marked by 

profound transformation in higher education systems worldwide, reshaping governance 

arrangements, institutional strategies, and stakeholder expectations, while simultaneously 

intensifying demands for accountability, transparency, and public trust (Stensaker and Maassen, 

2015; Williams, 2025). 

 

QA in higher education is commonly understood as a planned and systematic review process 

designed to determine whether acceptable standards are being met, maintained, and enhanced 

(Van Vught and Westerheijden, 1993). However, the very notion of “quality” in higher 

education has evolved from a contested theoretical construct into a practical concern deeply 

embedded in the daily operations of institutions. As Harvey and Green (1993) argue, quality is 

inherently contextual and political; it cannot be separated from its intended purpose or from the 

interests that define it. They emphasize that “quality means different things to different people” 

and is “often referred to as a relative concept” (Harvey and Green, 1993, p. 10). In a similar 

vein, Stensaker and Harvey (2010) observe that debates around accountability and quality have 

increasingly shifted to the forefront of the higher education policy agenda. 

 

Embedding quality within higher education institutions presents significant challenges, largely 

due to the complexity of the higher education landscape (Alzafari and Kratzer, 2019). Carvalho, 

Rosa, and Amaral (2024) further highlight the specific difficulties associated with cross-border 

higher education in Europe, emphasizing the critical role of QA agencies in safeguarding 

standards across diverse national contexts. Within this evolving framework, QA functions on 

two interconnected levels: internally, through mechanisms designed and implemented by higher 

education institutions themselves, and externally, through evaluations carried out by 

independent agencies or designated public authorities (European Standards and Guidelines for 

Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area; ESG, 2015). Internal QA focuses 

on self-assessment, continuous improvement, and the achievement of intended learning 

outcomes, whereas external QA provides system-level oversight, promotes consistency across 
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institutions, and ensures public accountability for academic standards. As Dill (2007) observes, 

QA encompasses not only evaluative judgments about institutional performance but also the 

systematic design and governance of policies that sustain and enhance academic quality. 

Similarly, Van Vught and Westerheijden (1993) define external QA as encompassing both 

compliance monitoring and the promotion of institutional improvement through review 

procedures and enhancement-oriented feedback.  

 

Crucially, QA in higher education continues to be a field of dynamic development, shaped by 

ongoing pressures of Europeanisation and globalisation (Huisman and Westerheijden, 2010; 

Alzafari and Kratzer, 2019). These macro-level forces have profoundly influenced both the 

purposes and the structures of QA systems within the EHEA. In this context, external QA has 

emerged as one of the most influential policy instruments for stimulating institutional change 

and strengthening internal QA mechanisms, as underscored by the European Commission, 

EACEA, and Eurydice (2020). By setting expectations, disseminating good practices, and 

embedding institutional behaviour within broader policy frameworks—most notably the 

ESG—external QA functions simultaneously as a driver of convergence and as a mechanism of 

adaptive transformation. Regular evaluations conducted by national and international QA 

agencies, coordinated and supported by the European Association for Quality Assurance in 

Higher Education (ENQA), have not only enhanced institutional transparency but have also 

facilitated the alignment of local practices with the ESG (ENQA, 2020, 2021, 2023). 

 

However, the effectiveness of these processes depends not only on the existence of shared 

frameworks and evaluation mechanisms, but also on the degree to which QA agencies can 

operate independently from political and sectoral pressures. Recent evidence-based research 

highlights that the independence of QA agencies is a multidimensional concept, encompassing 

political autonomy, the scope of responsibilities, and social accountability (Juanatey et al., 

2021). This aligns with ESG, which explicitly requires autonomous agencies with full 

responsibility over evaluation outcomes. This perspective is supported by broader governance 

theory, where authors such as Guidi (2015) and Anand and Sossin (2018) emphasize that the 

independence of public bodies must be both enacted and perceived. It must be embedded in 

structural safeguards, protected from undue influence, and accompanied by transparent 

decision-making procedures. Though these insights derive from regulatory and oversight 

institutions in public administration, they are increasingly relevant to QA agencies, which 

exercise regulatory-like functions within higher education without holding formal legislative 

power. 

 

Within the EHEA, the independence of QA agencies is codified in Standard 3.3 of the Standards 

and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area (ESG, 2015), 

which states that agencies must “act autonomously and have full responsibility for their 

operations and the outcomes of those operations, without third-party influence.” This includes 

safeguards such as independent governance structures, impartial expert selection, and the 

absence of conflicts of interest. The Central and Eastern European Network of Quality 
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Assurance Agencies in Higher Education (CEENQA, 2022), and the International Network for 

Quality Assurance Agencies in Higher Education (INQAAHE, 2022) likewise stresses that 

transparency and structural insulation from political or institutional pressure are essential for 

credibility. 

 

The introduction of this doctoral dissertation aims to provide the context, rationale, and 

significance of the research. It provides an overview of the research topic, outlines the key 

concepts and theoretical frameworks, and highlights existing gaps in the literature that the study 

seeks to address. This dissertation therefore analyses the concept of independence as applied to 

QA agencies in the EHEA, exploring how independence is defined, institutionalized, and 

operationalized in different national contexts, and why it remains essential for ensuring 

transparent, credible, and effective QA. By analysing both formal regulatory frameworks and 

practical implementations, the study aims to clarify the necessary conditions under which QA 

agencies can function autonomously, free from undue external influence, while remaining 

publicly accountable and aligned with European standards. The introduction also presents the 

research questions and objectives, explaining how the dissertation will approach them and 

guiding the reader through the scope, relevance, and intended contribution of the research. This 

research is motivated by the need to better understand the practical implications of 

independence – not only as a formal principle, but as a condition that directly affects the 

credibility of QA outcomes. Building on both professional experience and theoretical inquiry, 

the study seeks to contribute to the ongoing debate on how QA agencies can safeguard their 

impartiality and maintain public trust in diverse and evolving higher education systems. 

 

1.2. The Research Problem and the Challenges of QA Agency Independence 

 

Despite the shared normative framework provided by the ESG (2015), significant divergence 

remains in how QA agency independence is practised across national systems. ENQA’s global 

outreach fosters international collaboration and supports the dissemination of European QA 

standards worldwide (Grek and Russell, 2024). According to ENQA, some agencies benefit 

from strong statutory mandates, independent governance structures, legal safeguards against 

political interference, and stable multi-year funding streams. In contrast, others remain 

embedded within ministerial hierarchies, rely on annual budget approvals, or are subject to 

indirect political and institutional pressures that constrain their functional autonomy. These 

asymmetries compromise the comparability, transparency, and perceived fairness of QA 

outcomes across the EHEA. They also present a structural obstacle to mutual recognition and 

trust (Williams, 2025), particularly in the context of cross-border qualification frameworks. The 

importance of transparent and credible QA systems is reaffirmed by the UNESCO Global 

Convention on the Recognition of Qualifications concerning Higher Education (2019, Article 

III.5), which requires that QA be carried out by bodies functionally independent from both 

governments and higher education providers. 
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QA agencies were originally established as autonomous public bodies to avoid political 

interference and to ensure credibility (Blackmur, 2010; UNESCO, 2013). However, compared 

with other regulatory sectors, higher education has received relatively little attention in 

regulatory research (King, 2007). While there has been considerable analysis of how institutions 

become involved in complex regulatory activities, the accountability of such agencies has been 

less frequently addressed (Jordana, Bianculli, and Fernández-i-Marín, 2015) – a limitation that 

is also evident in the study of QA agencies. Problems in quality systems, governance structures, 

and stakeholder involvement have been highlighted in recent work (Alzafari and Kratzer, 2019). 

 

The literature increasingly acknowledges a persistent gap between de jure (legal) and de facto 

(practical) independence of public agencies. Gilardi (2008) demonstrates that formal legal 

guarantees of autonomy do not necessarily result in operational independence. This insight is 

particularly relevant for QA agencies, where political actors often exert indirect control despite 

formal safeguards. Such influence may occur through mechanisms such as the appointment of 

board members, control over budget allocations, and discretionary ministerial interventions. 

Verhoest, Molenveld, and Willems (2015) define formal independence as the legal or 

institutional separation between agencies and government authorities, while de facto autonomy 

refers to the ability of agencies to formulate their own preferences and translate these into 

authoritative decisions free from external pressure. Hanretty and Koop (2013) also distinguish 

between formal and actual independence of regulatory agencies, a framework equally 

applicable to QA agencies. This discrepancy between legal frameworks and operational practice 

underscores the importance of examining how autonomy functions in reality, beyond formal 

provisions. 

 

Outside the European context, knowledge about the institutional and organisational 

characteristics of QA agencies remains limited. Woodhouse (2004) and Hou, Ince, Tsai, and 

Chiang (2015) emphasise the need for comparative perspectives, while Dobbins and Knill 

(2014) call for systematic cross-national analysis of agency characteristics. Although there is 

convergence on ESG principles, considerable variation persists in standards and instruments. 

Accreditation remains the dominant model, but it is increasingly supplemented by experimental 

approaches such as field accreditation, complex accreditation, and parallel reaccreditation. At 

the same time, agencies remain vulnerable to political influence (Kohoutek, Antonowicz and 

Kováts, 2025). This limited convergence highlights the role of the ESG as an adaptable 

framework rather than a uniform template, and points to the need for considering domestic 

politics and actors in the analysis of QA (Kohoutek et al., 2025). 

 

While QA in higher education has been widely studied, particularly in relation to the 

implementation of the ESG, the operational independence of QA agencies across the EHEA 

remains comparatively underexplored. As Alzafari and Ursin (2019) observe, although QA is 

becoming increasingly transnational in nature, relatively few studies have adopted a cross-
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national perspective. This gap is striking given the centrality of agency autonomy to the 

credibility, effectiveness, and mutual recognition of QA outcomes in a rapidly integrating higher 

education space. To address this gap, a preliminary applied mixed-methods empirical study was 

conducted in collaboration with the Slovenian Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education 

(NAKVIS) and the CEENQA. The survey involved 28 QA agencies from across the EHEA, 

encompassing a wide range of governance models. To systematically evaluate operational 

independence, an index was developed based on five core dimensions: leadership appointment, 

criteria development, expert selection, decision-making authority, and appeal mechanisms.  

 

Empirical findings based on a standardized scale further illustrate these structural differences. 

The results revealed notable disparities in operational independence: agencies affiliated with 

ENQA scored significantly higher on this dimension. This suggests that compliance with ESG 

standards and participation in external reviews are associated with stronger institutional 

safeguards against political interference. However, the analysis also revealed a discrepancy 

between formal compliance and actual operational resilience. ENQA member agencies received 

high scores on formal compliance, but lower scores on more sensitive indicators of informal 

interference. These findings point to latent vulnerabilities even within formally autonomous 

structures. 

 

To deepen the quantitative insight, a typology was developed for the purposes of the preliminary 

study, based on qualitative data derived from open-ended survey responses. The agencies in the 

sample ranged from highly autonomous bodies with transparent, rule-based procedures to 

agencies functioning as extensions of state policy, characterized by discretionary ministerial 

control, limited stakeholder engagement, and legally ambiguous appeal procedures. Recurring 

challenges identified across contexts include political involvement in leadership appointments 

(e.g., the ministry proposes the agency director), governmental interference in accreditation 

decisions (e.g., the ministry must approve decisions made by the agency council), and structural 

opacity in appeal mechanisms (e.g., members of the appeal committee are proposed by the 

ministry). 

 

These findings align with earlier theoretical and empirical research on the constraints affecting 

regulatory agency autonomy. Gilardi (2008) emphasizes that formal legal provisions, while 

important, do not by themselves guarantee effective independence, particularly when political 

actors retain leverage through appointments or budgetary control. This insight is equally 

applicable to QA agencies, which – although often established as independent bodies – remain 

vulnerable to similar forms of political and administrative interference. Harvey and Stensaker 

(2008), Stensaker (2010, 2015, 2023), and Alzafari and Kratzer (2019) further demonstrate how 

organizational culture and institutional design interact with external pressures to shape the 

practical exercise of autonomy.  

 

Based on these insights, the persistent divergence between formal guarantees and operational 

realities is identified as necessitating a more comprehensive, comparative, and evidence-based 
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analysis. This dissertation therefore aims to uncover the various factors and conditions that 

either enable or undermine agency independence within the EHEA. By integrating theoretical 

perspectives with empirical findings, the study contributes to the development of conceptual 

and practical frameworks by providing specific, evidence-based recommendations to 

strengthen independence as a cornerstone of trustworthy, fair, and credible QA in European 

higher education. 

 

1.3. Purpose: Examining Core Issues of Independence in QA 

 

The primary purpose of this study is to critically examine and understand the factors, concepts, 

and practices of independence among QA agencies operating within the EHEA. Drawing on 

the institutional diversity within the EHEA, the study focuses on ten QA agencies from various 

national contexts – including Slovenia, the Western Balkans, Eastern European countries, and 

EU member states – that represent a spectrum of governance models and traditions. 

 

The research aims to analyse the key factors that support or undermine agency independence, 

distinguishing between de iure characteristics – such as legislative frameworks, regulatory 

mandates, and governance structures – and de facto independence, including stakeholder 

perceptions and informal rules. The inquiry will assess the extent to which formal legal 

provisions align with or diverge from operational realities, and how independence is 

experienced by QA agencies themselves, as well as by their stakeholders. Special emphasis will 

be placed on the interplay between structural safeguards and informal dynamics.  

 

A core dimension of the study is the analysis of perceived or actual independence, which is 

recognized in the literature as a key determinant of legitimacy and credibility in QA processes 

(Maggetti 2007, Gilardi, 2008). Harvey and Stensaker (2008) and Stensaker (2010, 2023, 2015) 

further highlight how organizational culture and institutional design interact with external 

pressures, shaping the practical exercise of autonomy. Similarly, Verhoest et al. (2015) show 

that formal independence interacts with managerial autonomy in shaping agencies’ self-

perceived accountability, which in turn affects how autonomy is enacted in practice. Koop 

(2011) stresses the role of political salience in determining how accountable agencies are 

perceived to be, suggesting that visibility and controversy can constrain independence 

irrespective of formal rules. Hanretty and Koop (2013) reinforce this by demonstrating that 

formal legal provisions often diverge from actual autonomy in practice, emphasizing the need 

to distinguish between de jure and de facto independence.  

 

Furthermore, the study will incorporate the perspectives of multiple stakeholder groups, 

including the leadership of QA agencies, as well as leadership from QA networks and 

associations such as the ENQA, the CEENQA and the European Consortium for Accreditation 

in Higher Education (ECA). In the case study of Slovenia, additional perspectives will be 

gathered from experts, board members, and members of the appeal committee. This 

comprehensive approach aims to obtain a nuanced understanding of how independence is 
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interpreted, valued, and operationalized in practice. Ultimately, this research provides specific 

recommendations intended to strengthen institutional autonomy, enhance the integrity of 

accreditation and evaluation procedures, and improve the overall credibility of QA processes.  

 

1.4. Defining the Objectives of the Study 

 

This study aims to provide a comprehensive analysis of the factors that facilitate or impede the 

effective exercise of agency autonomy (Schwarz and Westerheijden, 2004; Westerheijden et al., 

2007; Stensaker and Harvey, 2011). The study is guided by the following specific objectives: 

1. To conduct an international comparative analysis of QA agency independence in ten 

countries across three EHEA sub-regions–EU member states, Western Balkan countries, 

and Eastern Europe–with a national case study in Slovenia. Partnership countries–using a 

qualitative, multi-case research design. This will enable systematic comparison across 

diverse governance systems and policy frameworks. 

2. To identify and examine the key structural and contextual factors influencing QA agency 

independence. This includes legal frameworks, governance arrangements, and the role of 

political, institutional, and cultural influences. The objective is to assess how these factors 

either support or restrict operational independence. 

3. To explore stakeholder perceptions of QA agency independence by analysing the views of 

QA leadership in different QA agencies and networks. This will provide insights into how 

independence is interpreted, valued, and contested across different national and institutional 

contexts. 

4. To analyse the formal (legal) safeguards for QA agencies’ independence., focusing on legal 

statutes, regulatory mandates, decision – making processes, institutional charters, 

organisational culture, among others.  

5. To explore the relationship between formal independence (de jure) and actual (de facto or 

perceived) agency independence. Through qualitative case studies and site-based inquiry, 

the research will identify discrepancies between normative provisions and actual agency 

functioning, thereby clarifying the structural conditions that create or constrain genuine 

independence. 

6. To develop specific recommendations aimed at strengthening and sustaining QA agency 

independence across the EHEA. These recommendations will be based on the study’s 

empirical findings, with the goal of supporting more robust and credible QA systems. 

 

1.5. Research Questions and Key Factors Shaping Agency Independence 

 

This research is guided by three core questions that address the multidimensional nature of QA 

agency independence. The formulation of these questions reflects an understanding that agency 

independence is not only a normative ideal embedded in legal and institutional frameworks, but 

also a phenomenon shaped by political, cultural, and organisational factors (Gilardi, 2008; 

Stensaker and Harvey, 2011; Demšar, 2024). The study aims to map the enablers and constraints 

of independence and to assess the extent to which national variations in governance, 
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institutional design, and stakeholder engagement impact the credibility and functionality of QA 

systems (Schwartz and Mayne, 2005). 

 

Research Questions: 

RQ1: What are the main determinants of the independence of QA agencies, and how do 

stakeholders across EHEA regions perceive this independence? 

This question seeks to identify the political, economic, and organisational factors that influence 

the autonomy of QA agencies. It also aims to examine how key stakeholders–particularly the 

leadership of QA agencies–perceive the scope, nature, and credibility of this autonomy. Special 

attention is given to regional variations and contextual conditions that shape stakeholder 

perceptions, offering insight into differing understandings of independence across the EHEA. 

 

RQ2: What are the formal characteristics of QA agencies’ independence, and how can formal 

independence be compared across different regions of the EHEA? 

This question focuses on the legal and structural underpinnings of QA agency independence. It 

analyses how independence is defined, institutionalised, and safeguarded in national legal 

systems and governance arrangements. The goal is to identify good practices as well as 

weaknesses in current formal structures, thereby offering a comparative overview of legal 

provisions and institutional supports for agency independence. 

 

RQ3: To what extent does the formal independence of QA agencies ensure their actual 

independence, and how do cultural contexts, organizational structures, and governance models 

influence this relationship across different regions of the EHEA? 

This study explores how national culture, internal agency structures, and governance models 

enable – or constrain – the exercise of genuine autonomy in practice. The research aims to 

identify both systemic enablers and barriers to the realisation of effective and credible agency 

independence. 

 

Together, these research questions establish a framework for interrogating not only the formal 

and structural determinants of QA agency independence but also the more subtle cultural, 

financial, and political dynamics that condition its enactment across the EHEA. By situating 

independence at the intersection of legal safeguards, governance arrangements, and stakeholder 

perceptions, the study moves beyond the assumption that statutory autonomy alone can 

guarantee credibility or effectiveness. Instead, it acknowledges that independence remains a 

contested and fragile construct–negotiated within environments marked by political pressures, 

resource dependencies, Europeanisation, global competition, and growing stakeholder 

expectations. This framing highlights the need to critically examine whether existing European 

and national mechanisms truly enable QA agencies to function as impartial guarantors of 

quality, or whether they risk being reduced to instruments of symbolic compliance. Ultimately, 

the central question is whether QA agencies can preserve meaningful autonomy under these 

intersecting pressures, or whether independence itself is becoming an increasingly fragile ideal. 
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1.6. Research Design  

 

This doctoral dissertation adopts a predominantly qualitative research methodology, designed 

to explore the complex nature of the independence of QA agencies. A qualitative approach is 

particularly well-suited for this inquiry, as the concept of independence is inherently 

interpretative and deeply embedded in context. It cannot be fully captured by quantitative 

indicators alone, given that perceptions, informal practices, and contextual nuances play a 

decisive role (Patton, 2014; Denzin and Lincoln, 2011; Flyvbjerg, 2001). In light of the political, 

cultural, and regulatory diversity across the EHEA, this study adopts a multi-level, comparative 

research design. The research draws on selected countries from different regions, enabling both 

cross-national comparisons and in-depth analysis of individual agency contexts. This design 

facilitates a comprehensive understanding of both the formal and practical dimensions of QA 

agency independence (Seawright and Gerring, 2008). The PhD research design comprises 

several interrelated components, each addressing different facets of the research. These 

components integrate qualitative methods with limited quantitative elements to support 

triangulation, thereby enhancing the reliability and validity of the findings (Creswell and Clark, 

2007; Patton, 2014). The research follows a sequential and layered logic, progressing from 

exploratory data collection to more focused and in-depth analysis (Flick, 2022). As Donkoh and 

Mensah (2023) emphasise, triangulation in qualitative research supports methodological rigour 

by combining different types of evidence to improve the robustness and trustworthiness of 

results. 

 

To ensure coherence across these components and to address the dissertation’s central analytic 

lens, findings were integrated through an explicit triangulation and weighting logic. The 

preliminary study served an exploratory function by mapping perceived independence and 

recurring pressure points across agencies; the ENQA external review analysis provided a 

comparative benchmark of de jure safeguards and how ESG Standard 3.3 is interpreted and 

documented; the semi-structured interviews illuminated de facto dynamics such as informal 

influence, professional norms, organisational culture, and “everyday” boundary work; and the 

Slovenian case study offered in-depth contextual validation by examining how independence is 

experienced across internal decision-making roles. In the final synthesis, cross-regional claims 

are grounded primarily in ENQA evidence and multi-country interviews, while survey findings 

are treated as descriptive orientation and as a triangulation check – so that convergence across 

sources is treated as analytically strong, and divergence is analysed as a substantive indicator 

of the de jure–de facto gap. 

 

The research design of this doctoral study as shown in Figure 1.1 is structured around two 

interconnected and complementary levels: a) an international comparative component and b) a 

national case study, focusing on Slovenia. The international component comprises a 

comparative study with three methodological elements: (1) a preliminary survey conducted 

between 2021 and 2022, involving 28 QA agencies across the EHEA; and (2) the core research, 

which includes (a) a systematic analysis of ENQA expert panel reports addressing ESG 
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Standard 3.3 – on the independence of QA agencies – covering 2021–2024 across the EHEA, 

complemented by (b) a series of semi-structured interviews with the leadership of selected QA 

agencies and QA associations, conducted during 2023 and 2024. These interviews were carried 

out across four strategically defined geographic clusters: (i) Slovenia; (ii) three countries from 

the Western Balkans; (iii) three EU Member States; and (iv) three countries commonly referred 

to as part of the Eastern Partnership region. Complementing the international component, the 

national dimension of the research is structured as an in-depth case study of Slovenia, serving 

as a context-specific illustration of how QA agency independence is perceived and practiced 

within a concrete governance setting. This part of the research focuses on the perceptions and 

experiences of key stakeholders involved in the Slovenian QA system. 

 

The research process began with a study that can be considered a preliminary phase of the PhD 

research, conducted between 2021 and 2022. This preliminary study employed open-ended 

questionnaires administered to key QA stakeholders – agency leadership, staff, and experts – 

from a range of countries. The survey focused on five critical dimensions of agency 

independence: (1) the appointment of executive leadership, (2) the development and adoption 

of evaluation criteria, (3) the selection and appointment of external experts, (4) decision-making 

procedures, and (5) appeal mechanisms. This categorisation was developed for the purposes of 

this preliminary study. The CEENQA follow-up survey on independence, conducted in mid-

2024 and yielding 28 responses from member agencies, provided a broader regional perspective 

on how QA agencies perceive and experience their own independence and was also part of the 

preliminary study. The aim of this initial phase was to explore foundational themes and identify 

emerging lines of inquiry, which subsequently informed the design of the main study. 

 

The core methodological design comprises a review of ENQA expert reports, specifically those 

addressing Standard 3.3, which pertains to agency independence. The study examines ENQA 

reports published between 2021 and 2024, covering diverse educational systems and political 

contexts within the EHEA. These documents offer insights into how agency independence is 

assessed and documented across different national settings, helping to identify both good 

practices and cases where legal or structural guarantees of independence may be weak or 

inconsistently applied. Complementing this review, the core research also includes a series of 

interviews with QA agency leaders and QA associations, conducted between 2023 and 2024. 

Interviews with QA agency leaders were carried out across four carefully selected regional 

clusters: Slovenia; three countries from the Western Balkans; three EU member states; and three 

countries commonly associated with the Eastern Partnership region–also referred to as the 

Wider European Neighbourhood, EU Neighbourhood and Accession Countries, or Post-Soviet 

and Neighbouring States. This regional distribution was chosen for both analytical and 

contextual reasons. 

 

The final methodological component of this study focuses on Slovenia as a national case study, 

as an example of a context-specific illustration of how QA agency independence is perceived 

and practiced within a concrete governance setting.  Structured questionnaires were distributed 
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to three key stakeholder groups within the Slovenian QA system: 74 QA experts (out of a total 

of 209 registered experts), 9 members of the agency’s governing council (out of 9), and 3 

members of the appeal committee (from 5 contacted individuals). This micro-level research 

offers insights into the agency’s internal governance structures and the lived perceptions of its 

core stakeholders. It serves as a detailed complement to the broader cross-national analysis and 

contributes to understanding how independence is operationalised within a mature, EU-

integrated QA framework.  

 

 

Figure 1.1: Research Design of the Doctoral Research 

Source: Author’s own elaboration (2025). 

 

1.7. Assumptions and Limitations 

 

This dissertation is guided by several research assumptions that help to delimit the analytical 

scope and clarify the interpretive stance of the study in a context marked by political, legal, and 

cultural diversity across the EHEA. First, it assumes that external QA agencies play a central 

role in safeguarding the credibility, integrity, and public trustworthiness of higher education 

systems, as reflected in the ESG (2015) and broader Bologna expectations. Second, it assumes 

that the meaning and perceived legitimacy of “independence” is shaped by stakeholders’ 

institutional roles and national political cultures, implying that autonomy is not only a formal 

attribute but also a relational and socially constructed phenomenon. Third, the study assumes 

that regional context matters: agencies embedded in EU member states, Western Balkan 

systems, and Eastern Partnership contexts are expected to face different configurations of 

constraints and vulnerabilities. Fourth, it assumes that European and regional organisations 

(ENQA, EQAR, CEENQA, ECA) exert a significant normative influence on national QA 
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arrangements, even without formal enforcement powers. Finally, the research assumes that 

triangulating interviews, documentary analysis, and surveys – while not statistically 

representative – can still reveal meaningful patterns and reform-relevant insights into how 

independence is conceptualised and enacted in practice. 

 

Several limitations should also be acknowledged. Because agency independence is a politically 

sensitive topic in some settings, access and disclosure were occasionally constrained and some 

respondents may have adopted cautious language despite strong anonymity safeguards. The 

depth and analytical richness of interviews also varied due to differences in participants’ roles, 

willingness to reflect critically, and–when conducted in English – linguistic limitations of non-

native speakers. The comparative design covers ten countries across three regional clusters, 

which enabled cross-contextual analysis but necessarily excludes additional EHEA contexts 

that might further enrich regional mapping. Moreover, the empirical material relies 

substantially on self-reported perceptions, which can be affected by social desirability or 

institutional loyalty; for this reason, survey results are treated as descriptive and interpretive 

rather than generalisable, and are systematically triangulated with ENQA review materials and 

interview evidence. ENQA reports, while essential for assessing formal safeguards, also have 

limited capacity to capture informal dynamics, relational pressures, or compliance narratives 

that may understate tensions in practice. 

 

Further limitations relate to multilingual data collection and the selective use of AI-supported 

tools for transcription and language refinement. While multilingual proficiency supported 

consistent communication, subtle interpretive nuances can still be lost in transcription and 

cross-language analysis; accordingly, AI-assisted outputs were manually checked and validated 

against original recordings and academic sources. Finally, the researcher’s insider position 

within one national QA agency provided contextual depth and access, but also required 

sustained reflexivity and role separation to mitigate potential interpretive bias. Taken together, 

these limitations do not invalidate the findings; rather, they define the boundaries within which 

the study offers a context-sensitive and empirically grounded contribution to understanding QA 

agency independence across the EHEA. 

 

1.8. Contribution to Science 

 

This dissertation makes an original contribution to research on QA in the EHEA by 

reconceptualising QA agency independence as a multidimensional, dynamic, and relational 

capacity rather than a stable legal status or a binary compliance condition. Building on 

governance and regulatory scholarship (e.g., Hanretty and Koop, 2013; Verhoest et al., 2015), 

the study systematically examines the gap between de jure and de facto independence and 

shows that formal safeguards are necessary but insufficient for credible autonomy in practice. 

By integrating legal and institutional analysis with stakeholder perceptions and lived 

experiences across regions, the dissertation highlights the decisive role of “invisible” 

determinants such as professional ethics, leadership culture, trust, and unwritten norms in 
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sustaining impartiality and legitimacy–including how these determinants shape day-to-day 

decisions on evaluation procedures, panel composition, and the handling of conflicts of interest. 

 

The research further advances QA scholarship by incorporating underexplored contemporary 

pressures – most notably marketisation dynamics (e.g., consultancy expansion, revenue 

diversification, and international competition) – as emerging determinants that can gradually 

reshape independence and the public-good character of QA. In addition, the dissertation 

conceptualises international embeddedness (ENQA, EQAR, CEENQA, ECA) as both an 

enabling and contested dimension of independence, identifying its protective role against 

capture while also documenting perceived asymmetries in the interpretation and enforcement 

of shared standards across different EHEA contexts (e.g., differences in expectations regarding 

follow-up, external review intensity, and tolerance for hybrid commercial activities). 

Methodologically, the study contributes a triangulated, multi-level comparative design that 

combines document and legal analysis, qualitative interviews, and cross-case comparison to 

trace how formal rules are translated into organisational routines and stakeholder judgements, 

and an analytical model of independence that can be used to assess and strengthen safeguards 

across diverse systems. 

 

Finally, it translates its findings into targeted, stakeholder-specific recommendations, thereby 

bridging theory and practice and providing policy-relevant guidance to enhance the resilience, 

credibility, and autonomy of QA agencies within the EHEA by identifying which safeguards 

are likely to be effective under specific contextual conditions (e.g., high ministerial steering, 

small-system interpersonal density, or strong international reliance). 

 

1.9. Societal, Economic and Other Impacts of the Research 

 

Beyond its theoretical and methodological contributions, this dissertation foresees societal and 

governance relevance because the independence of QA agencies directly shapes the credibility 

and perceived fairness of accreditation and evaluation outcomes, and therefore public trust in 

higher education. The study clarifies where and how independence is strengthened or weakened 

in practice and provides evidence-based guidance for improving transparency, procedural 

integrity, and legitimacy across diverse national contexts. In this sense, independence is treated 

as a trust-producing public good: where governance is transparent, appointment procedures are 

insulated from politicisation, and agencies are protected from undue influence, QA outcomes 

are more likely to be accepted as impartial and oriented toward the public interest – including 

by groups that typically contest QA decisions (e.g., institutions affected by negative outcomes, 

politically exposed stakeholders, or emerging providers). 

 

The dissertation also highlights impacts related to procedural justice and regulatory 

accountability. Strengthening safeguards such as clear criteria, transparent expert selection, 

functional separation between evaluation, decision-making and appeals, and accessible appeal 

mechanisms increases legal certainty, reduces the risk of arbitrary or contested decisions, and 
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limits the likelihood that disputes are resolved through political intervention rather than rule-

based processes. While not an economic assessment, the study identifies indirect organisational 

and system-level effects: stable and adequate resourcing (ESG 3.5) and organisational 

autonomy enable strategic planning and professional capacity-building, while clearer 

procedures can reduce transaction costs linked to repeated rework, inconsistent practice, and 

reputational disputes and can improve predictability for HEIs by reducing delays, clarifying 

expectations, and lowering the administrative burden associated with repeated clarifications and 

follow-up documentation. For example, in small systems where interpersonal proximity is 

structurally higher, the emphasis shifts to robust conflict-of-interest management, transparent 

panel selection, and rotation practices; in highly centralised systems, the priority becomes 

insulating appointment, dismissal, and budgetary levers from short-term political influence; and 

in marketised settings, clearer boundaries and transparency around consultancy and revenue 

diversification become critical to maintaining the public-good character of QA. As a result, 

stakeholders can use the dissertation’s framework to tailor reforms to local constraints while 

maintaining alignment with ESG principles and EHEA expectations. 

 

Importantly, the dissertation’s findings are transferable across different governance and legal 

environments because the proposed safeguards and “risk signals” are formulated as context-

sensitive mechanisms rather than one-size-fits-all institutional templates. This enables 

adaptation to small and large systems, centralised and decentralised governance, and EU and 

non-EU contexts. At the European level, the research supports mutual trust and cross-border 

recognition by showing how networks and peer-review frameworks can function as protective 

buffers, while also drawing attention to the need for consistent and fair application of shared 

standards across EU and non-EU contexts. Overall, the dissertation offers actionable 

recommendations that can be adopted by national and European stakeholders to strengthen 

resilient, transparent, and credible QA governance across the EHEA. 

 

1.10. Overview of the Dissertation’s Structure and Organization 

 

This doctoral dissertation is organized into twelve interrelated chapters, each contributing to 

systematic research of the topic. Through this structure, the study progressively develops the 

conceptual foundations, presents empirical findings, and offers relevant conclusions, ensuring 

a coherent and in-depth exploration. This organization aligns the research objectives, empirical 

data, and analytical conclusions, thereby supporting the coherence and scientific rigor of the 

study. 

 

Chapter 1 introduces the central research problem–the significance of QA agency independence 

in higher education. This chapter contextualizes the issue within the broader landscape of 

European QA developments, clarifies the research aims and objectives, and presents the key 

research questions. Furthermore, it explains the conceptual framework of the study and outlines 

the methodological approach, concluding with a brief overview of the dissertation’s structure. 
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Chapter 2 provides the historical and conceptual background to the study. It traces the evolution 

of QA within the EHEA, beginning with the Bologna Process, and examines how this initiative 

shaped the development of external QA systems and agencies. Various interpretations of 

“quality” in higher education are also explored, along with their implications for QA practices. 

 

Chapter 3 focuses on the theoretical and practical dimensions of QA agency independence. It 

examines the conceptual boundaries of independence and identifies key internal and external 

factors influencing agency autonomy. The chapter also considers challenges and risks posed by 

political and institutional pressures that may undermine the objectivity and credibility of QA 

processes. 

 

Chapter 4 is dedicated to the research methodology. It discusses the philosophical 

underpinnings of the study and provides a detailed description of the multi-method qualitative 

research design. The main research design is structured around two interconnected and 

complementary levels: an international comparative component and a national case study 

focusing on Slovenia. The chapter explains how a preliminary study, analysis of ENQA review 

reports, semi-structured interviews, and surveys were employed to achieve a robust and 

triangulated analysis. Additionally, ethical considerations guiding data collection and analysis 

are addressed, ensuring transparency and integrity throughout the research process. 

 

Chapters 5 through 9 present the main findings, followed by a discussion and responses to the 

research questions. The core of this doctoral research is a comparative international analysis 

and a national case study. The international approach begins with the results of the preliminary 

study, including the analysis of the CEENQA survey. This is followed by an analysis of ENQA 

review reports, with a particular focus on Standard 3.3 of the ESG. The analysis then proceeds 

to findings from interviews conducted with leadership figures from various QA agencies, as 

well as representatives from ENQA, CEENQA, and ECA. Finally, a detailed national case study 

of Slovenia is presented, which includes survey findings from stakeholders involved with 

NAKVIS–such as external experts, council members, and members of the appeal committee. 

 

Based on these findings, a set of practical and context-sensitive recommendations has been 

developed to strengthen the independence of QA agencies in Chapter 10. These 

recommendations address key structural and procedural dimensions, including leadership 

appointments, authority over standard-setting, decision-making autonomy, and expert selection 

processes. Finally, chapter 11 presents the conclusion of the dissertation, summarizing the key 

findings, acknowledging contribution of the research to theory and the field of QA, and 

proposing directions for future inquiry. This final chapter synthesizes the overall contribution 

of the study to the field of QA. 
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2. FROM BOLOGNA TO TODAY: EVOLUTION OF QA IN THE EUROPEAN 

HIGHER EDUCATION AREA 

 

2.1. Introduction 

 

The governance of QA in higher education is neither uniform, static, nor easily defined. What 

might initially appear to be a largely technical matter—how agencies safeguard the quality of 

academic programmes – in fact constitutes a profoundly normative and contested domain. The 

notion of “quality” in higher education is not a neutral or self-evident concept; rather, it is 

constructed through historical trajectories, national policy traditions, ideological frameworks, 

and global pressures (Harvey and Green, 1993; Van Vught and Westerheijden, 1993; Schwarz 

and Westerheijden, 2004; Stensaker, 2010, 2013, 2015; Dakovic and Gover, 2019; Williams, 

2025). 

 

Within this complex landscape, QA agencies function simultaneously as regulatory and 

developmental actors, tasked with balancing compliance-oriented evaluation with 

enhancement-driven improvement strategies (Brennan and Shah, 2000; Westerheijden et al., 

2007; Dakovic and Gover, 2019; Williams, 2025). They must navigate the tensions between 

national sovereignty and the integrative pressures of the EHEA (Carvalho et al., 2024; 

Neophytou and Koutselini, 2025), as well as between state accountability and institutional 

autonomy (Jordana, Bianculli and Fernández-i-Marín, 2015). Independence, therefore, cannot 

be understood as a binary attribute but must instead be approached as a relational and context-

dependent construct (Gilardi, 2008; Verhoest et al., 2004; Jordana et al., 2015). It is 

continuously negotiated through legal frameworks, institutional practices, and stakeholder 

expectations, and remains subject to broader political, cultural, and economic pressures that 

shape both its credibility and durability. 

 

As this chapter demonstrates, understanding the evolution of QA in the EHEA requires more 

than tracing policy documents or mapping institutional developments. It demands critical 

engagement with concepts such as autonomy, accountability, and legitimacy. The discussion 

begins by revisiting the origins of the EHEA, where the Bologna Process laid the groundwork 

for coordinated QA frameworks. It then explores the role of QA agencies as examining how 

they have institutionalized external evaluation practices while navigating diverse national 

expectations. 

 

Building on this foundation, the chapter then addresses one of the most debated issues in the 

literature: the conceptualization of quality itself. Whether understood as assurance, 

enhancement, or transformation, the interpretation of quality profoundly influences the mission 

and autonomy of QA agencies. Drawing on relevant theoretical and empirical studies, it reflects 

on how political, cultural, and institutional factors shape the everyday realities of agencies, 

often requiring them to balance impartiality with responsiveness. By critically engaging with 

these debates, this chapter aims not only to synthesize existing knowledge but also to reveal 
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unresolved tensions and contradictions that will inform the empirical component of the 

research. Ultimately, the goal is to gain a deeper understanding of how QA agencies in Europe 

navigate their complex roles, safeguard their independence, and contribute to maintaining 

public trust in higher education. 

 

2.2. The Bologna Process as a Turning Point in QA Governance 

 

The evolution of QA within the EHEA is inextricably linked to the objectives and political logic 

of the Bologna Process, officially launched in 1999 (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 

2020). Designed as an intergovernmental initiative, the Bologna Process sought to harmonize 

diverse higher education systems across Europe, promoting greater comparability, transparency, 

mobility, and mutual recognition of qualifications (ENQA, 2015). Over time, it evolved from a 

primarily structural and administrative reform agenda into a complex, multidimensional 

modernization project that has left a lasting imprint on higher education governance across 

Europe (Kehm and Teichler, 2007; Amaral and Magalhães, 2004; Huisman and Westerheijden, 

2010; Kohoutek et al., 2025). 

 

As Scott (2012) notes, the Bologna Process gradually came to represent not just technical 

alignment but also political integration–symbolizing a form of European unity comparable in 

scope and political symbolism to the adoption of the Euro. In this sense, the Bologna Process 

was not merely a regional policy instrument but a broader integrative framework with both 

normative and symbolic dimensions. Zahavi and Friedman (2020, p. 22) further affirm that “the 

Bologna Process has come to symbolize a form of international cooperation in higher education 

policy, not only in Europe, but all over the world,” suggesting its influence transcended its 

original geographic scope. In their analysis, the Bologna Process is framed as a “system of 

international coordination,” or, in the terminology of international relations, “a regime” (Zahavi 

and Friedman, 2020, p. 23). This classification emphasizes the process’s function as a 

stabilizing and rule-setting mechanism within an otherwise fragmented policy landscape. 

 

Despite its overarching goals, the Bologna Process was shaped from the outset by profound 

legal, administrative, and cultural differences among national higher education systems. Its 

permeability and interpretive flexibility–features often regarded as assets in early 

implementation stages–enabled countries to align its principles with domestic priorities and 

historical legacies (Scott, 2012; Witte, 2006). While this flexibility fostered widespread 

participation and commitment, it also introduced heterogeneity in implementation, raising 

questions about policy coherence and effectiveness. On the one hand, Bologna reforms were 

lauded for advancing the social dimension of higher education and enhancing public 

responsibility; on the other, they were critiqued for embedding market-oriented logics and 

managerial values into traditionally academic spaces (Tomusk, 2006; Jarvis, 2014). 

 

The international relevance of the Bologna Process should also not be underestimated. While 

its initial purpose was to address internal European coordination challenges, it rapidly gained 
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global traction. As Zahavi and Friedman (2020, p. 23) point out, “we assume that although the 

Bologna Process was established to provide a solution for internal European problems, it 

sparked interest outside Europe.” This external resonance positioned the EHEA as a normative 

model in global debates on higher education reform and QA policy, further amplifying the 

Bologna Process’s influence and contributing to its legitimacy on the international stage. 

 

The expansion and globalization of the EHEA further extended Bologna’s reach beyond EU 

member states, influencing countries seeking to align with European norms and standards 

(Witte and Huisman, 2009). As Scott (2012) notes, despite its success in promoting integration 

and structural convergence, the Bologna Process must evolve into a more systematic, inclusive, 

and responsive framework–capable of addressing emerging challenges such as massification, 

digitalization, and academic precarity. Similarly, van der Wende (2007) stresses the need for 

continual adaptation of the Bologna Process in response to shifting national contexts and rapidly 

evolving higher education systems. Carvalho et al. (2024) further highlight the multiple 

challenges that cross-border higher education in Europe currently faces, particularly with regard 

to assuring its quality. 

 

The Bologna Process has served as a transformative force in European higher education, 

promoting harmonization, modernization, and quality enhancement (Westerheijden et al., 2017; 

Curaj et al., 2012). However, these advances coexist with persistent challenges. The literature 

has documented progress in enhancing student mobility, institutional autonomy, and 

participatory governance (Reichert and Tauch, 2005; Kehm, 2010), yet gaps and inconsistencies 

in the implementation of QA mechanisms persist across EHEA member states (Stensaker et al., 

2011; ENQA, 2015; European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2020). The initial ambiguity 

and flexibility of the Bologna framework enabled strategic adaptation, but also resulted in 

uneven reform trajectories and contested interpretations, particularly in the field of QA (Witte, 

2006; Kohoutek et al., 2025). 

 

Several countries quickly integrated the Bologna principles into their national QA frameworks, 

while others resisted, citing concerns such as academic freedom, national sovereignty, or 

administrative burdens (Kehm, 2010). In aspiring EHEA member states – particularly in the 

Western Balkans and Eastern Partnership regions – Bologna-inspired QA reforms served not 

only technical purposes but also broader political goals of Europeanization (Zgaga et al., 2013). 

These developments must be understood in relation to how different systems conceptualize 

quality and how QA policies in higher education have evolved, with particular emphasis on 

accreditation as the dominant QA approach. Although there is broad convergence on ESG 

principles, considerable variation persists in standards and tools. Accreditation remains the 

prevailing model, yet it is increasingly supplemented by experimental mechanisms such as field 

accreditation, complex accreditation, and parallel reaccreditation. At the same time, QA 

agencies remain vulnerable to political influence in several contexts. As Kohoutek et al. (2025) 

outline that the Central European evidence shows some ineffective instrument layering and 

vulnerability to political pressures. 
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Recent research highlights that the Bologna Process not only advanced structural convergence 

but also reshaped governance models. Enders et al. (2011) emphasize the multi-level and multi-

actor dynamics between national, intergovernmental, and supranational policies, drawing 

attention to the changing ideational framing of QA in the European policy arena and to efforts 

at European norm-setting and standardization. Within the Bologna Process, QA evolved from a 

non-binding intergovernmental agreement into a system of monitored coordination, becoming 

embedded in the competitive turn of European higher education policy, which promoted an 

increasingly instrumental view of the university. These developments prompted institutions to 

adopt more market-oriented logics – sometimes at the expense of academic autonomy – and 

compelled QA agencies to enforce quality through standardized procedures. As a result, 

agencies were redefined as mediators between institutional self-governance and state 

regulation. 

 

Most of the visible achievements have taken place at the supranational level: the development 

of the European Standards and Guidelines in Higher Education (ESG), the launch of the 

European Network of Quality Assurance Agencies, and the establishment of the European 

Quality Assurance Register for Higher Education (EQAR) (Huisman and Westerheijden, 2010). 

The Bologna Process also expanded stakeholder involvement in QA. Networks such as the 

European Students’ Union (ESU) and the European University Association (EUA) have played 

a vital role in democratizing QA decision-making and reinforcing the legitimacy of external 

review procedures. QA, once the domain of the private sector, has become essential in higher 

education and other areas of public policy. While the terminology and methods have evolved, 

QA now constitutes a central pillar of the Bologna Process and a key driver of institutional 

reform (Štimac and Katić, 2015). QA has reshaped power dynamics within universities, 

influencing not only governance structures but also institutional strategies and stakeholder 

relationships. 

 

In parallel, Westerheijden et al. (2007) outlines a framework for understanding the influence of 

QA at multiple levels–macro, meso, and micro – arguing that institutional behaviours are shaped 

by external quality definitions and the surrounding steering environment. This logic reflects the 

operational reality in which QA systems function, aligning institutional incentives with policy 

norms and evaluative criteria. In this context, Rodman and Trunk Širca (2008) emphasize that 

the increasingly competitive world requires the development of a knowledge society, and 

highlight that one of the key objectives of the Bologna Process is to provide guidelines for 

national QA systems. 

 

In sum, the Bologna Process has had a profound and lasting influence on the architecture of QA 

in Europe. It has enabled the development of shared standards, encouraged cross-border 

cooperation, and positioned QA agencies as key actors in European integration. Yet, its 

implementation reveals complex trade-offs. As this chapter has shown, the evolution of QA is 

not merely a technical or administrative process but a deeply political one. Understanding how 
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QA agencies navigate the often-competing demands of compliance, autonomy, and 

enhancement is essential to evaluating their independence. As will be elaborated in the 

following chapters, genuine agency autonomy depends not only on legal safeguards but also on 

their capacity to mediate evolving societal expectations, institutional diversity, and policy 

complexity. 

 

2.3. Guardians of Quality within the Bologna Framework 

 

QA remains a fundamental pillar of the Bologna Process. As Hopbach and Flierman (2020) 

observe, QA is one of the key commitments in the Bologna Process and one of the pillars of the 

EHEA.  Since the early 2000s, the focus on QA across European higher education institutions 

has intensified considerably. Alzafari and Ursin (2019) note that from the early 2000s, there has 

been an increasing focus on QA in European higher education institutions. This growing 

emphasis reflects both top-down policy directives and institution-driven priorities. In many 

cases, higher education institutions formulate their QA systems primarily according to national 

standards or based on their own needs, underscoring a dual dynamic of institutional agency and 

regulatory compliance. Alzafari and Ursin also highlight how country settings affect the 

implementation of QA standards, pointing to the crucial role of national context in shaping how 

QA operates on the ground. This observation aligns with the EHEA’s commitment to 

pluriformity –consistent with the Bologna spirit – where shared objectives coexist with 

contextual adaptations. 

 

At the heart of QA practice lies the inherently multifaceted notion of quality. As Harvey and 

Green (1993, p. 10) observe, while most of us have an intuitive sense of what quality means, it 

is often difficult to articulate precisely. They distinguish between two broad conceptualisations: 

one that treats quality as an absolute and another that views it as relative– “quality is relative to 

the ‘processes’ that result in the desired outcomes” (1993, p. 10). Their influential five-fold 

typology–exceptionality, consistency, fitness for purpose, value for money, and transformation–

provides a widely used framework for examining how different stakeholders define and 

operationalise quality within QA systems. In later work, Harvey (2024) revisits these notions 

and underscores that quality has traditionally been conceived in exceptionalist terms, associated 

with distinctiveness, exclusivity, and even inaccessibility. Here, quality is less a matter of 

systematic assessment than of presumption, with elitism itself taken as evidence of excellence. 

More practically, the exceptionalist view has been translated into the setting and surpassing of 

‘high standards’ – whether in admission thresholds, academic achievement, research output, 

service provision, or organisational performance. 

 

The Analytic Quality Glossary defines QA as a suite of internal and external processes –

including standards, procedures, and policies – aimed at maintaining and enhancing educational 

quality (Harvey, 2004). Yet Harvey (2016) later observed that the term increasingly conflates 

with external evaluation, accreditation, and monitoring, adding to conceptual and policy-level 

ambiguity. In a similar vein, Williams (2016) describes QA as a “catch-all phrase,” 
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encompassing functions that range from enforcing minimum standards to providing 

accountability mechanisms aligned with public policy goals. Collini (2012) suggests that this 

broadening reflects wider shifts towards managerial logics, value-for-money, and performance-

based discourse in public services. 

 

This conceptual pluralism continues to inform scholarly debate, particularly regarding the 

tensions between accountability and enhancement (Elassy, 2015; Williams, 2016, 2025). 

Newton (2002) raises the question of whether quality monitoring has genuinely led to 

improvement, or whether it has instead produced somewhat sterile and ritualistic “game-

playing,” with “performances” and “impression management” carefully designed to meet the 

requirements of QA and monitoring processes. Furthermore, Newton distinguishes between the 

dominant “formal” meanings of quality, which were prevalent in the early 1990s, and the more 

“situated” perceptions of quality revealed through close-up studies of academics working with 

quality systems on a day-to-day basis. 

 

Kristensen (2010) highlights the need for a better balance between internal and external quality 

assurance, noting that the effectiveness of external evaluations depends on the existence of an 

explicit internal quality assurance strategy with defined objectives and mechanisms. This 

insight aligns with broader research trends. As Juanatey et al. (2021) argue, since the late 1980s, 

QA has evolved from a peripheral concern into a strategic, institutionally embedded component 

of higher education policy. It is no longer simply about compliance or oversight, but about 

shaping institutional culture and driving continuous improvement. 

 

The conceptual diversity of quality also has profound implications for QA agency governance. 

A narrowly defined QA system – focused solely on efficiency or compliance metrics – may risk 

sidelining crucial educational values such as inclusivity, academic freedom, and holistic student 

learning. Brennan and Shah (2000) and Westerheijden et al. (2007) argue that meaningful 

stakeholder inclusion – encompassing academics, students, employers, and professional bodies 

– is essential for ensuring that diverse perspectives are reflected in the design and 

implementation of QA processes. Moreover, compliance and legitimacy alone do not guarantee 

genuine quality in higher education institutions. As Neophytou and Koutselini (2025) 

emphasize, the integration of quality enhancement into QA processes represents a strategic 

evolution, one that focuses on continuous improvement, innovation, and reflective practice. 

 

This section underscores that QA agencies are not passive enforcers of technical standards but 

active, interpretive, and adaptive actors navigating complex normative terrains. Their role 

extends beyond procedural compliance: they mediate between diverse stakeholder 

expectations, reconcile tensions between national traditions and European frameworks, and 

translate abstract principles of quality into concrete practices. As guardians of quality in the 

Bologna Process, QA agencies must therefore balance institutional autonomy with broader 

objectives of transparency, accountability, and democratic legitimacy. This balancing act 

requires not only formal safeguards and legal mandates but also professional integrity, 
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organizational resilience, and the ability to build trust within higher education communities and 

society at large. Ultimately, their independence is both a structural condition and a lived 

practice, shaping the credibility, fairness, and transformative potential of QA across the EHEA. 

 

2.4. The Historical Evolution and Institutionalisation of QA Agencies in the EHEA 

 

Within the EHEA, QA agencies have established themselves as the primary institutional 

mechanism for protecting academic quality. These agencies, often supported by international 

organisations like UNESCO and the World Bank (Blackmur, 2010), were purpose-built to 

function independently from higher education institutions, ensuring evaluation procedures that 

are methodologically rigorous, impartial, and credible. The proliferation of transnational 

networks–most notably INQAAHE and ENQA – has further accelerated QA agency 

development by facilitating international policy dialogue, mutual learning, and capacity 

building (ENQA, 2020). 

 

The institutionalisation of QA gained momentum in the mid-1990s. By 1995 only Denmark, 

France, the Netherlands, and the United Kingdom had established national QA agencies 

(Sursock, 2012). The 1991 Dutch EU Presidency supported EU-funded pilot reviews, which 

led to principles like agency independence, institutional self-evaluation, peer review, and public 

reporting – principles still foundational to modern QA systems. Building on these pilots, QA 

agencies spread rapidly across Europe in the late 1990s and early 2000s. The founding of ENQA 

in 1998 and its transition into a membership-based entity in 2004 symbolised the 

professionalisation and political embedding of QA in Bologna governance (Westerheijden et 

al., 2007; Huisman and Westerheijden, 2010; Sursock, 2012). 

 

Notably, while the Bologna Process emphasised process harmonisation, mutual trust, and 

stakeholder participation, the Lisbon Strategy placed stronger emphasis on performance 

metrics, benchmarking, and competitive funding mechanisms (Kehm, 2010; Sursock, 2012). 

This divergence reflected two different policy logics: one oriented towards building a shared 

EHEA through dialogue and convergence, and the other towards positioning higher education 

as a driver of economic growth and competitiveness within the knowledge economy. The 

coexistence of these agendas generated ongoing tensions in QA practice – between 

enhancement and accountability, formative processes and summative evaluations, and process-

oriented trust-building versus results-based performance assessment. 

 

Meanwhile, European networks such as ENQA, EQAR, ESU, EUA, EURASHE, CEENQA, 

and ECA have helped consolidate a shared QA culture. Underlying the EHEA’s common 

framework are four key principles (Sursock, 2012): respect for national diversity, independence 

of QA agencies, student participation, and institutional responsibility for internal QA. These 

principles not only underpin the ESG but also embody the broader attempt to balance 

convergence with contextual flexibility. Nevertheless, persistent challenges remain. Alzafari 

and Kratzer (2019) identify problems within quality systems, educational structures, and 
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external stakeholder involvement, while Carvalho et al. (2024) point to issues concerning 

execution, staff competencies, and insufficient funding for quality initiatives. Cross-border 

higher education faces multiple challenges, particularly with regard to assuring the quality of 

provision. Kohoutek et al. (2025) further highlight differences in both the ideational and 

material dimensions of QA agency activities. 

 

Despite significant progress toward harmonised QA, national systems continue to vary 

considerably in governance structures, institutional capacity, and cultural context. While the 

ESG and agency autonomy have fostered a degree of convergence, QA bodies still face the 

challenge of balancing compliance with enhancement and reconciling national control with 

European cohesion. As higher education governance increasingly shifts toward performance-

based policy, labour-market orientation (Jarvis, 2014), and digital transformation (Pohlenz, 

Felix, Berndt and Seyfried, 2023), there is a tangible risk that QA agencies may prioritise 

managerial imperatives over fostering reflective, learning-oriented systems. Strengthening QA 

agency autonomy – and reaffirming their role as epistemic as well as administrative bodies – is 

therefore essential for preserving public trust and safeguarding the long-term integrity of quality 

assurance (Williams, 2025). 

 

2.5. External QA in Europe: Between Convergence and Diversity 

 

Grek and Russell (2024) observe that QA now encompasses extensive databases, standardized 

processes, and dense actor networks – signalling a shift from the Bologna Process as the primary 

vehicle for European harmonisation toward a more complex and interwoven QA infrastructure. 

Alzafari and Kratzer (2019) investigate the challenges associated with implementing quality in 

European higher education institutions as well as the differences among them. This evolution 

is increasingly interconnected with other policy frameworks, most notably the emerging 

European Education Area, highlighting the growing integration of QA into broader agendas of 

governance, mobility, and competitiveness. 

 

Rodman and Trunk Širca (2008) emphasise that the Bologna Process sought to provide clear 

QA guidance, while Hopbach and Flierman (2020) stress that the ESG have fostered a shared 

understanding of QA across diverse systems – making a single, monolithic model impractical. 

At the same time, Kristensen (2010) underscores that effective external evaluation depends on 

strong internal QA systems, a principle formally endorsed in the Berlin Communiqué of 2003 

and supported by the EUA’s Quality Culture initiative. Still, Huisman and Westerheijden (2010) 

argue that Bologna-inspired QA has focused too heavily on compliance with procedures, rather 

than on improvement and student learning. 

 

Institutional QA has also gained momentum. The Trends 2010 report notes that nearly 60% of 

European higher education institutions had significantly enhanced their internal QA in the 

preceding decade (Sursock, 2012). However, this internal progress can be undermined by 

national agencies’ continued emphasis on external, programme-based evaluations, especially in 
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smaller or emerging systems where strict regulatory compliance may overshadow institutional 

development (Dakovic and Gover, 2021). As Williams (2025) highlights, the field is 

characterised by persistent tensions: processes vs. theory, external vs. internal QA, 

accountability vs. improvement, assurance vs. enhancement, and pedagogy vs. QA 

management. 

 

Țucă, Deselnicu, and Simion (2024) identify the key risks affecting QA in higher education, 

ranging from unstable legislation and insufficient human resources to declining evaluation 

report quality. They emphasise the need for proactive risk management and institutional 

capacity-building, noting that digitalisation offers opportunities for continuous improvement. 

By identifying and classifying ten major risks using a risk index and matrix, the authors argue 

that systematic approaches and the exchange of good practices can strengthen educational 

quality and help universities adapt to changing demands. 

 

Slovenia exemplifies the tension between innovation and standardisation: although formally 

aligned with the ESG (2015), its pilot institutional evaluation revealed challenges in balancing 

innovation, comparability, transparency, and local development needs (Rodman and Trunk 

Širca, 2008; Zgaga et al., 2013). A key turning point was the 2005 Bergen Ministerial 

Conference, which endorsed the ESG – developed by ENQA, EUA, EURASHE, and ESU – to 

harmonise QA while respecting national variation. Hopbach (2012) explains that the ESG aim 

to uphold academic standards, support accreditation, protect stakeholders, ensure transparency, 

and preserve institutional autonomy. At the same time, their flexibility allows for 

methodological pluralism and varied autonomy (ENQA, 2009; Hopbach, 2012). 

 

Enders and Westerheijden (2014) aptly characterise the Bologna Process as an ongoing political 

experiment: although the ESG provide a common terminology, their implementation is shaped 

by negotiations between supranational frameworks and national sovereignty. In conclusion, 

external QA in Europe has achieved significant advances in trust-building and convergence, but 

its application remains complex due to institutional diversity, evolving regulatory pressures, 

and emergent challenges such as digitalisation and social inclusion (Dakovic and Gover, 2021). 

 

2.6. Assurance or Enhancement: What is the Future of QA Paradigms? 

 

Since the Berlin Communiqué (2003), the Bologna Process has positioned external QA as a 

foundational element of higher education governance across Europe. While reaffirming that 

higher education institutions bear primary responsibility for quality, ministers simultaneously 

called for the establishment of national-level external QA systems, encompassing mechanisms 

such as accreditation, evaluation, and public reporting (Hopbach, 2012). This framework 

reflects an inherent dualism within QA regimes: should the emphasis lie on assurance, 

understood as verifying compliance with predefined standards, or on enhancement, which 

supports the continuous development and improvement of institutional quality? Hopbach 

identifies these two purposes as fundamental to the external QA mission. The enhancement 
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dimension is intrinsically developmental, focusing on fostering internal reflection, innovation, 

and quality culture within institutions. The accountability function, by contrast, is outward-

facing and seeks to reassure stakeholders – governments, students, employers, and society at 

large – that institutions meet acceptable thresholds of performance and integrity. 

 

Williams (2016) notes that QA is often portrayed in negative terms, whereas enhancement is 

characterised as a bottom-up, negotiated process grounded in qualitative judgement and 

engagement with academics. Elassy (2015) similarly argues that the concepts of quality 

assurance and quality enhancement should be treated as part of a continuum, highlighting the 

need for both as an ongoing process within higher education institutions. Despite this 

conceptual distinction, external QA practices across Europe often adopt a standardised 

procedural framework, including institutional self-evaluation, peer review, publication of 

findings, and structured follow-up (ESG, 2015).  

 

While this alignment has contributed to procedural coherence across the EHEA, it has also 

given rise to what Loukkola (2011) and Sursock (2011) describe as a "compliance culture" – a 

context in which institutions prioritise the fulfilment of formal requirements over substantive 

engagement with quality enhancement. The growing dominance of accountability within QA 

regimes has raised serious concerns among scholars. Williams (2016) and Harvey (2016), for 

example, warn that an excessive focus on compliance and control risks marginalising the 

enhancement agenda, shifting attention away from meaningful improvements in teaching and 

learning. Williams points to the Scottish enhancement-led model as an alternative, highlighting 

its emphasis on fostering institutional development, reflective practice, and student 

engagement, rather than imposing rigid external requirements. This approach illustrates how 

QA can function as a developmental tool rather than a regulatory burden. As a result, the balance 

between accountability and enhancement remains contested, raising questions about whether 

current QA frameworks sufficiently encourage innovation, collaboration, and long-term 

educational improvement. 

 

Recent evidence confirms this systemic tension. Based on their analysis of ENQA agency 

reviews, Đaković and Gover (2021) note that many QA agencies are now reconsidering their 

external QA portfolios in response to what they term “evaluation fatigue” among higher 

education institutions. Agencies are increasingly aware that traditional QA models may no 

longer fully meet the evolving needs of their stakeholders. This has prompted calls to diversify 

QA approaches and design new processes that align learning and teaching with contemporary 

societal challenges., In this context, enhancement is no longer viewed as an optional supplement 

to assurance, but as a core response to future-oriented policy demands. 

 

This shift is also reflected in broader educational discourses, particularly around sustainability. 

As Stukalo and Lytvyn (2021) argue, high-quality education should contribute to the 

development of a responsible civil society and prepare learners to engage critically with 

ecological and social challenges. They advocate for interdisciplinary program designs that 



26 

 

integrate the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG), and call for quality standards to embed 

competencies in sustainability, equity, and global responsibility. Their research suggests that 

such goals should be operationalised at both institutional and national levels. Yet, translating 

these aspirations into practice requires systemic alignment between QA frameworks, 

curriculum design, and policy incentives, as well as a stronger commitment to embedding 

sustainability across all dimensions of higher education. 

 

The ongoing debate over assurance and enhancement reveals that the future of QA in higher 

education cannot be resolved by privileging one paradigm over the other. While accountability 

mechanisms remain necessary to safeguard public trust and uphold standards, a compliance-

driven approach risks undermining the developmental potential of QA. The emerging shift 

towards enhancement-oriented models suggests that quality should not only be measured but 

actively cultivated through reflection, collaboration, and innovation. As higher education faces 

complex global challenges – from sustainability to social equity – QA frameworks will need to 

evolve into catalysts for transformation rather than instruments of control. Achieving this 

balance requires moving beyond procedural uniformity and embracing approaches that 

empower institutions, foster creativity, and align educational practices with broader societal 

responsibilities. Ultimately, the future of QA may depend less on rigid dichotomies and more 

on creating integrative systems where assurance and enhancement reinforce one another in the 

pursuit of meaningful, long-term educational improvement. 

 

2.7. How Do Quality Concepts Shape Agency Independence? 

 

As outlined in the preceding chapter, the future of QA appears to be moving beyond narrowly 

defined assurance models toward more integrative, enhancement-oriented paradigms. This 

evolution is driven not only by internal critique and institutional fatigue but also by growing 

recognition that QA can contribute to broader societal goals – including civic responsibility, 

sustainability, and social inclusion. Yet this paradigm shift has introduced new tensions and 

challenges that directly affect the operational independence of QA agencies. Quality in higher 

education has increasingly become a regulated domain, with supervisory responsibilities 

delegated to decentralized institutions (Jarvis, 2014). Such delegation enhances policy 

credibility, as governments use independent agencies to signal commitment to stable and 

impartial policies (Gilardi, 2002). While external QA in higher education was initially 

developed to meet domestic needs, in recent decades it has also been employed as a mechanism 

for building trust in cross-national higher education systems. Stensaker and Maassen (2015) 

present a conceptual framework for analysing available trust-building mechanisms in higher 

education and discuss how these mechanisms shape the development of international QA. 

 

This dynamic brings to the fore the fundamental issue of agency independence. For QA 

agencies to play a substantive role in shaping enhancement-led QA systems, they must be 

structurally and operationally protected from undue external influence – whether from 

governments, higher education institutions, or market actors. Independence in this context is 
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not static or monolithic, but a multidimensional construct encompassing both formal and de 

facto autonomy. As Jordana et al. (2018) argue, agency independence is best understood as the 

capacity to take decisions within one’s area of responsibility without undue political or 

institutional interference. 

 

Verhoest et al. (2015) distinguish between formal independence – defined as the legal and 

institutional separation of QA agencies from governmental control – and de facto autonomy, 

understood as the agency’s ability to formulate and act upon its own preferences. The existence 

of formal legal frameworks does not automatically guarantee operational independence, 

particularly when decision-making processes remain vulnerable to informal pressures or when 

funding mechanisms are employed to steer agency behaviour indirectly. Independence must 

therefore be assessed not only in terms of legal statutes but also in terms of governance 

arrangements, financial autonomy, and the capacity for critical judgment free from institutional 

capture. 

 

From a QA perspective, independence serves as a foundational precondition for credibility, 

transparency, and legitimacy. As Stensaker and Harvey (2011) note, accountability mechanisms 

and QA systems can only provide trustworthy information if the agencies themselves are 

perceived as impartial evaluative actors. Similarly, Kristensen (2010) argues that a robust 

internal quality culture within institutions enhances responsiveness to external demands for 

accountability and transparency, but this relationship depends on the perceived legitimacy of 

the external agency conducting the evaluation. Alzafari and Kratzer (2019) further identify 

“leadership and quality culture challenges” as a distinct factor influencing QA practice. These 

insights underline a reciprocal dynamic: quality enhancement depends on credible, independent 

QA systems, and such independence must be actively safeguarded through legal, financial, and 

organisational design. The pursuit of enhancement cannot be meaningfully achieved if agencies 

are perceived merely as instruments of political steering, bureaucratic compliance, or 

commercial service provision. In this sense, the shift toward enhancement reframes not only 

what QA entails, but also how and by whom it should be conducted. 

 

In conclusion, this chapter has highlighted the historical development and key debates 

surrounding quality assurance within the EHEA. The ESG have served as a cornerstone for 

shaping shared frameworks, yet national contexts continue to produce diverse interpretations 

and practices. The key themes of QA are summarised in the figure below, offering a visual 

synthesis of the main trends and challenges. Appendix 6 of this dissertation further summarises 

key themes, concepts, and challenges in quality assurance. Building on this foundation, the next 

chapter turns to the theoretical concepts of independence, deepening the analysis of quality-

related concepts. 
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Figure 2.1: Concept map: Key Themes in QA across EHEA 

Source: Author’s own elaboration (2025). 
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3. THEORETICAL DIMENSIONS OF QA AGENCY INDEPENDENCE 

 

3.1. Introduction 

 

This chapter shifts the analytical focus towards the complex issue of independence. Although 

formally codified in key policy instruments – most notably the ESG – the concept of 

independence is frequently negotiated and shaped by legal, political, and cultural factors 

(Gilardi, 2002; Hanretty and Koop, 2013; Maggetti, 2007; Selin, 2015; Juanatey, 2021; 

CEENQA, 2022). Despite its frequent invocation, independence is neither a simple nor a 

uniform construct. A review of relevant literature and policy documents reveals that it 

encompasses multiple dimensions, including legal autonomy, operational freedom, and 

protection from external influence. Regulatory theory and recent research underscore the idea 

that independence exists on a continuum (Jordana and Levi-Faur, 2004; Jordana, Bianculli and 

Fernández-i-Marín, 2015; Juanatey et al., 2021). At one end lies de jure (formal) independence, 

embedded in legislation and statutory frameworks; at the other stands de facto (actual or 

perceived) independence, referring to how agencies function in practice – often diverging from 

formal legal provisions (Maggetti, 2007; Hanretty and Koop, 2013). This distinction between 

legal form and practical reality serves as a central analytical lens throughout this chapter. 

 

Beyond the QA field, agency independence has been extensively examined in the broader 

literature on regulatory governance and the rise of the regulatory state (Jordana and Levi-Faur, 

2004; Levi-Faur, 2011). Over recent decades, democratic states have increasingly delegated 

oversight of complex domains to specialised bodies expected to act at arm’s length from day-

to-day politics, a pattern linked to concerns about credibility, expertise, and policy commitment 

(Gilardi, 2002, 2008; Jordana et al., 2018). In this perspective, independence operates as a 

governance technology: it is designed to reduce short-term political interference while 

sustaining confidence through institutionalised accountability and procedural controls 

(Maggetti, 2007; Hanretty and Koop, 2013; Jordana, Bianculli and Fernández-i-Marín, 2015; 

Koop and Jordana, 2022). 

 

At the same time, the regulatory literature stresses that independence is never absolute and is 

best understood as a relational and graduated condition rather than a binary attribute. Even 

formally independent agencies remain embedded in accountability relationships (to 

governments, parliaments, courts, regulated sectors, and the public) and can be exposed to 

subtler forms of influence through appointments, budgetary dependence, reputational pressures, 

or stakeholder capture. This relational understanding of independence resonates with 

Rosanvallon’s argument that contemporary democratic legitimacy increasingly derives from 

non-majoritarian institutions that embody impartiality, reflexivity, and proximity rather than 

electoral representation alone (Rosanvallon and Goldhammer, 2008). From this perspective, 

independence and accountability are not opposing principles but mutually constitutive sources 

of legitimacy. This broader framework is directly relevant for QA agencies: although they 

operate in the specific domain of higher education, they share key characteristics with other 
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non-majoritarian institutions, including delegated authority, reliance on expert judgement, and 

the need to balance autonomy with legitimacy. Situating QA agency independence within this 

wider governance scholarship therefore strengthens the analytical foundations of this 

dissertation and increases the potential for the findings to speak to other policy domains where 

de jure safeguards and de facto autonomy may similarly diverge (Jordana and Levi-Faur, 2004; 

Levi-Faur, 2011; Hanretty and Koop, 2013; Jordana, Bianculli and Fernández-i-Marín, 2015; 

Koop and Jordana, 2022). 

 

The normative framework governing the independence of QA agencies in the EHEA is 

primarily anchored in the ESG (2015). Specifically, ESG standard 3.3 requires that agencies be 

“independent and act autonomously,” with full responsibility for their operations, decision-

making processes, and outcomes. This standard emphasizes three dimensions of independence: 

organizational (legal status and governance), operational (freedom to develop methodologies 

and processes), and decision-making (autonomous and final QA decisions without external 

approval). The ESG stipulate that independence must be demonstrable through formal legal or 

statutory provisions, and that agency procedures must be free from undue influence by higher 

education institutions, governments, or other stakeholders. 

 

In line with the ESG (2015), most national legal systems have incorporated provisions that 

define QA agencies as separate legal entities – typically public bodies or foundations –tasked 

with ensuring academic quality through impartial and technically grounded evaluation. These 

laws often stipulate the agency's mandate, governance structures (e.g. governing councils or 

boards), and appointment procedures to ensure institutional and political autonomy. Good 

legislative practice includes diverse stakeholder representation in governance, transparent and 

merit-based appointment of leadership, and legal protection against external interference in 

evaluations or decisions (Demšar, 2022; CEENQA, 2022). In addition, several countries have 

introduced legal mechanisms to ensure financial sustainability and operational control, such as 

dedicated funding lines or the authority to charge fees. Overall, national laws are increasingly 

aligned with the ESG’s independence criteria, creating a standardized yet context-sensitive 

framework for the autonomous functioning of QA agencies. 

 

Furthermore, engagement with the literature reveals that independence does not operate in 

isolation from other governance imperatives. Rather, it must be carefully balanced with social 

accountability (Jordana, Bianculli and Fernández-i-Marín, 2015; Juanatey et al., 2021). 

Ensuring that QA agencies remain responsive to the concerns of students, institutions, 

employers, and the broader public–while simultaneously being safeguarded against undue 

influence – constitutes a delicate governance challenge. This inherent tension between 

autonomy and accountability emerges as one of the central themes in this chapter.  

 

In addition, cultural and historical contexts significantly shape the practical realisation of 

agency independence. While the ESG and other pan-European frameworks propose a general 

model for agency governance, national realities often diverge in important ways. In countries 
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with strong traditions of state control, QA – and consequently independence – may be more 

difficult to operationalise. By contrast, systems with a historical emphasis on institutional 

autonomy and academic freedom tend to afford QA agencies greater operational latitude 

(Demšar, 2024; Kohoutek et al., 2025; Neophytou and Koutselini, 2025). These contextual 

variations must therefore be taken into account when examining how independence is 

interpreted and implemented across the EHEA. 

 

This chapter seeks to establish the conceptual foundations for the subsequent research. By 

systematically analysing the theoretical, institutional, and cultural dimensions of independence, 

it aims to clarify how QA agencies navigate the tensions between formal, legally defined 

autonomy and its practical realisation. The discussion therefore provides both a conceptual lens 

and an analytical framework through which the core research in the following chapters can be 

better understood and interpreted. 

 

3.2. Independence, Autonomy and Accountability of QA Agencies 

 

While the concepts of autonomy and independence are often used interchangeably, they have 

distinct meanings in the context of QA agencies. Autonomy refers to an agency’s capacity to 

make operational decisions without hierarchical oversight, whereas independence denotes 

freedom from undue influence – particularly political, institutional, or sectoral interference. 

Critically, what matters for QA agencies is not just de jure autonomy, but the de facto 

independence required to exercise their evaluative roles impartially (Verhoest et al., 2015). 

 

Conceptually, independence for public agencies has been defined as the ability to execute their 

responsibilities without political interference (Jordana et al., 2018). As discussed in the 

regulatory literature, and particularly in the work of Maggetti (2007), Juanatey (2021), Jordana 

and Levi-Faur (2004), and Verhoest et al. (2015), agency independence can be approached 

through multiple analytical lenses. Drawing upon comparative studies of regulatory authorities, 

these authors identify three essential and interrelated dimensions of independence: political 

autonomy, social accountability, and the scope of responsibilities. Scholars such as Hanretty 

and Koop (2013) and Jordana et al. (2018) further emphasize the importance of examining 

formal institutional features–such as appointment processes, oversight bodies, and legal 

mandates–in order to assess the effective independence of agencies. 

 

The ESG (2005) explicitly requires that a QA agency “demonstrate its operational 

independence from higher education institutions and governments in official documentation… 

methods, nomination and appointment of external experts… undertaken autonomously and 

independently from governments, higher education institutions, and organs of political 

influence” (ENQA, 2005, p. 25). This reflects a normative understanding that formal legal 

safeguards are central to ensuring agency autonomy.  

 



32 

 

In the following subsections, we explore three clusters of formal independence as outlined by 

different scholars: political autonomy, social accountability, and the scope of agency 

responsibilities. These clusters capture distinct yet interconnected dimensions of how QA 

agencies position themselves within higher education governance. 

 

3.2.1. Political Autonomy: How to Protect QA Agencies from Government 

Interference? 

 

Political autonomy, perhaps the most fundamental of these dimensions, concerns the degree to 

which QA agencies are protected from political interference. Formal legal frameworks are 

central in this regard: they define the scope of agency authority, establish governance structures, 

and set out the procedures for appointing and renewing agency leadership. These provisions are 

vital because they can insulate agencies from undue political influence, thereby safeguarding 

the integrity of their decision-making processes (Maggetti, 2007; Verhoest et al. 2015; Jordana 

et al., 2018; Juanatey et al., 2021). However, as noted by Gilardi (2002, 2008) and Hanretty and 

Koop (2013), legal protections are only part of the story. The presence of formal rules does not 

necessarily ensure that agencies operate autonomously in practice. Actual autonomy depends 

on a broader set of factors, including political culture, the stability of public institutions, and 

the willingness of political actors to respect agency independence. Thus, even agencies with 

strong legal safeguards may still face subtle forms of political pressure that compromise their 

impartiality. 

 

As Demšar (2022) highlights, one significant factor influencing the functioning of institutions 

is the role played in the selection of directors and decision-making bodies. When the state exerts 

influence over these appointments, the process is often referred to as political appointment or 

cronyism. This practice can lead to several disadvantages, including diminished 

professionalism, increased conflicts of interest, and unnatural staff turnover. Typically, 

governments and their party-affiliated candidates for leadership roles possess limited 

knowledge about the operations of specific public sector institutions, which often results in the 

appointment of less qualified individuals. Equally problematic, according to Blackstock (2022), 

is when an agency is either fully controlled by government or entirely dominated by institutions. 

Instead, the ESG framework highlights the importance of agency independence and stakeholder 

involvement, advocating for a model based on co-creation and shared responsibility. 

 

Cronyism, according to Demšar (2022) practice of giving jobs, favours, or other advantages to 

friends, relatives, or close associates – regardless of their qualifications or merit, is most 

prevalent when politicians hold a majority in a management body, leading to a higher risk of 

conflicts of interest and corruption, as decisions are often politically mandated. Politically 

appointed candidates are valued more for obedience than professionalism. In systems with 

infrequent government changes, politically appointed staff remain in place, causing persistent 

professionalism issues. In contrast, frequent government changes lead to high turnover, often 

resulting in the loss of competent individuals. While cronyism may allow faster implementation 
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of government policies, this is only beneficial when policies are sound. Centralised governance 

can disconnect decision-makers from real issues, resulting in poor decisions. Instead of relying 

on cronyism, effective countries improve public institutions through clear laws, transparency, 

and strong oversight. 

 

3.2.2. Social Accountability: Can Stakeholder Involvement Undermine 

Independence? 

 

While political autonomy emphasizes protecting QA agencies from undue government 

influence, the notion of social accountability introduces a complementary and equally 

significant dimension. QA agencies, like other regulatory bodies, do not function in a vacuum 

but are embedded within complex institutional and societal networks. As several scholars have 

argued (Schedler, 1999; Stensaker and Harvey, 2010, 2011, 2013; Jordana, Bianculli and 

Fernández-i-Marín, 2015; Juanatey et al., 2021), such agencies must be prepared to explain and 

justify their decisions to various publics. At the same time, stakeholders require mechanisms 

that allow them to evaluate, question, and, where necessary, challenge the agency’s actions. 

 

In the context of higher education QA, social accountability often manifests through structured 

stakeholder participation. This may include formal consultation processes, the inclusion of 

students and employer representatives in governance bodies, and the transparent publication of 

evaluation reports. According to Jordana et al. (2018), such mechanisms can enhance the 

legitimacy of QA agencies and act as a counterbalance to centralized political control. Verhoest 

et al. (2015) further note that the non-majoritarian nature and formal independence of regulatory 

agencies make upward accountability difficult to operationalize. As a result, alternative 

approaches – such as downward accountability to stakeholders and peer-based mechanisms –

are frequently explored, though their overall effectiveness remains contested. 

 

Blackstock (2022) argues that accountability is crucial because the public, through the tax 

system, invests in higher education. While students in some countries pay tuition fees, they also 

sacrifice several years of their lives. Their families contribute time, emotion, and energy. 

International students often travel across the globe and take significant risks. Therefore, there 

is an inherent responsibility to ensure that students receive value for their investment, while 

recognizing that there is always room for improvement. According to Blackstock, the role of 

academia is to pursue new knowledge and challenge existing truths. As such, it cannot be 

assumed that higher education is flawless or beyond enhancement, making QA an essential 

practice. Blackstock further emphasizes, no one – including boards, presidents, directors, or 

agency executives – should be beyond accountability. However, accountability must be ensured 

through clear, transparent procedures. If someone is to be removed from a position, there should 

be a defined process with justifiable reasons, and this information should be made publicly 

available. While legal systems for appointments and removals vary by country, transparency 

remains essential. 
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However, the inclusion of stakeholders in agency decision-making processes introduces new 

tensions. While social accountability enhances transparency and inclusiveness, it may also 

expose agencies to capture by powerful interest groups. As Verhoest et al. (2015) observe, 

downward accountability to stakeholders is not inherently neutral. Higher education 

institutions, in particular, may seek to influence QA processes in ways that align with their 

institutional interests. In systems where universities hold significant power, this influence can 

be substantial, potentially undermining agency independence and compromising the objectivity 

of evaluation outcomes. Consequently, QA agencies must carefully manage stakeholder 

involvement to ensure that participatory mechanisms do not inadvertently lead to undue 

influence. 

 

3.2.3. The Scope of Agency Responsibilities and the Complexities of Independence 

 

The scope of responsibilities assigned to QA agencies constitutes the third dimension of 

independence identified in the literature. Juanatey et al. (2021) emphasize that the breadth and 

depth of agency mandates directly shape their autonomy. Agencies with wide-ranging 

responsibilities – including the evaluation of various levels of higher education, the 

accreditation of programmes and institutions, and the imposition of sanctions or 

recommendations – may exercise considerable discretion in how they implement QA processes. 

At the same time, such comprehensive mandates can increase the visibility of agencies and 

attract greater scrutiny from both political actors and regulated institutions. Furthermore, in 

some contexts, the involvement of higher education institutions in agency governance may blur 

the lines between regulator and regulated, creating additional challenges for maintaining 

impartiality. 

 

This raises further questions about the scope of agency activities beyond core evaluation tasks, 

particularly regarding developmental or advisory roles. In this context, Blackstock (2022) notes 

that while some argue agencies should not engage in consulting, the ESG does not prohibit it –

indeed, the term "consultancy" does not appear in the document. He warns against imposing 

narrow interpretations on the system and stresses the importance of maintaining openness, 

flexibility, and diverse approaches. However, Blackstock also emphasizes the need to avoid 

conflicts of interest. When agencies support institutional development – whether with 

individual institutions or groups – they must ensure a clear separation between those offering 

developmental support and those conducting evaluations. While some may see conflicts of 

interest everywhere, he argues that, if properly declared and managed through sound policies, 

procedures, and oversight, agencies can effectively contribute to institutional improvement.  

 

Blackstock emphasizes that agencies must balance the interests of various stakeholders, 

including government, students, and sometimes employers. While employers’ full engagement 

in higher education QA may be limited due to their business priorities, students and universities 

have a significant investment in the process. Additionally, agencies need to collaborate with 

professional bodies into which students will enter. Blackstock warns that if an agency distances 
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itself from these stakeholders or acts as if it is above them, it risks losing their confidence and 

encountering difficulties. He argues that while agencies must be independent, complete 

autonomy that disregards stakeholder input is impossible and counterproductive, as 

stakeholders provide valuable insights that shape agency practices for societal benefit. 

 

Importantly, independence from political authorities does not automatically equate to 

independence from the institutions subject to evaluation. Juanatey et al. (2021) highlight that in 

certain jurisdictions, particularly in Latin America but also relevant to European cases, 

universities play a prominent role in agency decision-making. This dynamic suggests that QA 

agencies may be vulnerable not only to political interference but also to institutional capture, 

whereby regulated entities seek to shape QA policies and practices to their advantage. 

 

Taken together, the concepts of independence, autonomy, and accountability form a complex 

and interdependent governance triangle that fundamentally shapes the effectiveness and 

credibility of QA agencies. These dimensions cannot be viewed in isolation; rather, they operate 

within an equilibrium where reinforcing one may place pressure on another. Ensuring political 

autonomy safeguards agencies from undue interference, but this must not come at the expense 

of societal accountability or institutional legitimacy. Similarly, broad mandates may empower 

agencies, yet they also increase exposure to competing expectations and demands. In navigating 

these tensions, QA agencies must continuously calibrate their roles – not merely as neutral 

evaluators, but as institutions that reflect and respond to evolving political, institutional, and 

societal contexts. It is within this delicate balance that their true independence is tested and their 

public trust is earned. Viewed in the broader governance tradition of arm’s-length regulation, 

QA agencies thus face the same foundational dilemma as other independent public authorities: 

formal safeguards may be robust on paper, yet autonomy is ultimately tested in everyday 

interactions, resource dependencies, and informal influence (Jordana and  Levi-Faur, 2004; 

Rosanvallon, 2008; Levi-Faur, 2011, Hanretty and Koop, 2013; Koop and Jordana, 2022). This, 

in turn, makes the distinction between de jure and de facto independence analytically 

indispensable for the chapters that follow. 

 

3.3. Formal vs. Actual Independence and the Question of Legal Protection 

 

As mentioned in previous chapters, a critical conceptual distinction in the literature on 

regulatory governance – and one particularly relevant for QA agencies – is that between formal 

and actual independence (Maggetti, 2007; Hanretty and Koop, 2013; Jordana et al., 2018). This 

distinction has gained increasing prominence in comparative studies of regulatory bodies, as it 

sheds light on the gap that often exists between formal institutional design and real-world 

governance practices. Formal independence refers to the statutory and regulatory provisions 

that define an agency’s mandate, authority, and governance structure. These typically include 

legal safeguards such as fixed-term appointments, protected budgets, and procedural autonomy 

(Juanatey et al., 2021). As Hanretty and Koop (2013) argue, such provisions are necessary to 

create a baseline of institutional protection; however, they do not automatically guarantee that 
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agencies will function autonomously in practice. In the context of QA agencies, this means that 

even well-crafted legal frameworks may fail to prevent subtle forms of influence or dependence, 

particularly when governments or higher education institutions retain leverage through 

financial or administrative channels. 

 

Therefore, independence must be conceptualised as both an analytical construct and a lived 

institutional reality. It is best understood as a relational condition, shaped not only by the 

presence of legal statutes but also by the broader political culture, governance traditions, and 

inter-institutional dynamics in which QA agencies are embedded. These dynamics include 

challenges in building leadership commitment and cultivating a quality culture across 

institutions (Elken and Stensaker, 2018; Alzafari and Kratzer, 2019). This understanding is 

particularly critical within the EHEA, where QA agencies must navigate varying degrees of 

state involvement, diverse academic traditions, and differing public accountability expectations. 

 

In this context, the belief that independence automatically translates into credible and effective 

regulation – although widely accepted in public administration theory – is increasingly 

contested. As Hanretty and Koop (2013) caution, the causal link between formal legal 

protection and actual unbiased decision-making is fragile and contingent upon political will, 

institutional design, and cultural acceptance. For QA agencies, this contingency is highly 

salient. A lack of perceived independence may lead to reputational damage, loss of stakeholder 

trust, and diminished credibility in both domestic and international arenas, especially in light 

of cross-border qualification recognition within the EHEA (ENQA, 2015). 

 

Moreover, the interplay between independence and accountability complicates the 

operationalisation of autonomy. On one hand, QA agencies must remain free from direct 

ministerial or sectoral control; on the other, they are expected to be responsive to a wide range 

of stakeholders – including governments, higher education institutions, students, employers, 

and higher education institutions. Schedler (1999) argues that effective institutions must remain 

sufficiently autonomous to exercise oversight, while simultaneously being bound by 

mechanisms that ensure responsiveness and answerability. Applying this framework to QA 

agencies highlights their dual challenge: they must preserve institutional autonomy to avoid 

political capture, yet remain accountable to diverse stakeholders to sustain legitimacy and trust. 

 

3.4. Challenges to QA Agencies' Independence 

 

Since the adoption of the ESG in 2005 and their revision in 2015, the standards have explicitly 

required QA agencies to maintain operational autonomy from governments, higher education 

institutions, and vested interests. Agencies are expected to independently design procedures, 

appoint experts, and make final decisions on QA outcomes (ENQA, 2015). By embedding these 

requirements into the European framework, the ESG institutionalized the principle of 

independence and consolidated it across 46 countries. Yet, as Hanretty and Koop (2013) argue, 
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there is a persistent gap between de jure independence – anchored in laws and statutes – and de 

facto autonomy, which depends on political and institutional contexts.  

 

Hou et al. (2020) further underline that autonomy remains a major challenge, especially where 

governments directly regulate agencies, thereby constraining their capacity to act 

independently. Moreover, they emphasize that even when QA agencies are legally established 

as buffer bodies, governments often exert influence through accreditation mandates, evaluation 

procedures, leadership appointments, and funding allocations. This close affiliation with public 

policy processes exposes agencies to political shifts and undermines their claims to impartiality. 

The risk is that agencies are positioned primarily as regulatory instruments, limiting their ability 

to act as independent arbiters of quality. Respondents in Hou et al.’s (2020) study stressed that 

QA agencies should move beyond a narrow regulatory role and engage in capacity-building 

activities that promote quality improvement, while at the same time avoiding actions that might 

compromise their intellectual independence. 

 

The implementation of ESG principles remains uneven across national contexts. While the 

standards provide a common normative framework, their enactment is conditioned by local 

governance arrangements, political traditions, and institutional cultures (Curaj et al., 2012; 

Westerheijden et al., 2007). Financial dependency on public funding remains one of the most 

pervasive vulnerabilities, as it opens the door to political interference, particularly in systems 

where governments retain control over agency budgets or leadership appointments. In several 

cases, political actors continue to play decisive roles in agency governance, raising concerns 

about conflicts of interest and eroding perceptions of impartiality (European Commission, 

2020; EUA, 2018). 

 

At the same time, the involvement of higher education institutions in agency governance 

structures introduces additional complexities (Juanatey et al., 2021). While stakeholder 

participation is widely recognized as a crucial component of accountability and legitimacy, 

excessive influence by regulated entities may compromise the independence of QA decisions. 

Scholars such as Jordana and Juanatey have shown that, in some contexts – particularly outside 

Europe – traditional universities exercise considerable influence over the operations of QA 

agencies, sometimes shaping evaluation procedures and criteria to align with institutional 

preferences. Although this trend appears less pronounced within the EHEA, the risk of 

stakeholder capture remains a valid concern. 

 

Although institutional independence is often presented as a foundational principle of effective 

regulation, empirical findings suggest that its impact may be more nuanced and context-

dependent. Guidi (2016), in his comparative study of national competition authorities across 27 

EU member states between 1993 and 2009, challenges the conventional wisdom that greater 

formal independence necessarily leads to enhanced regulatory performance. His analysis 

demonstrates that formal autonomy alone does not significantly correlate with better 

enforcement outcomes, suggesting that structural independence must be supported by 
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functional capacity, stakeholder engagement, and internal accountability mechanisms to 

produce tangible results. 

 

This tension between principle and practice is also evident in QA systems outside Europe. In 

their cross-national study of 17 QA agencies across Asia, Hou et al. (2015) explore how 

agencies strive to balance regulatory oversight with operational autonomy. Their findings reveal 

that while many agencies align with international frameworks such as INQAAHE to assert 

objectivity and credibility, they still face significant challenges in translating these principles 

into consistent practice, particularly when confronted with political pressure, resource 

constraints, or evolving national policies. The agencies employ both internal mechanisms (e.g., 

stakeholder involvement, transparent procedures) and external reviews to navigate these 

constraints while maintaining legitimacy in a complex governance landscape. 

 

The legal and institutional frameworks within which QA agencies operate continue to play a 

decisive role in defining the contours of their independence. Governance structures, leadership 

appointment procedures, and the presence of explicit legal safeguards against political 

interference all contribute to the agency’s ability to act autonomously. In this respect, the ESG 

(2015) set out essential requirements, including the stipulation that persons involved in external 

QA must act in a personal and professional capacity, regardless of their institutional affiliations. 

By doing so, the ESG aim to insulate QA decision-making from vested interests and to ensure 

that evaluation outcomes reflect professional judgement rather than political or institutional 

pressures. 

 

Transparency further strengthens independence by promoting procedural integrity and 

accountability. Demšar and Južnič (2014) argue that transparency in science has developed 

along three principles: transparency of results, procedures, and finances. These principles are 

not only fundamental to the integrity of scientific progress but also highly relevant to the 

functioning of QA agencies in higher education. The independence of such agencies is closely 

linked to their ability to operate transparently–free from political or institutional pressures—

ensuring that evaluation outcomes are credible, processes are fair, and resource allocations are 

accountable. Applying scientific transparency standards to these agencies could strengthen their 

legitimacy and public trust. 

 

The evolving higher education landscapes pose new and emerging challenges to agency 

independence. Contemporary policy debates increasingly focus on issues such as digitalization, 

sustainability, and internationalisation, with ministries and stakeholders urging QA agencies to 

adapt their methodologies and evaluation criteria accordingly. While responsiveness to such 

trends is necessary to maintain relevance, there is a risk that QA agencies may be pressured to 

align their operations with shifting political priorities, thus blurring the lines between legitimate 

policy responsiveness and undue influence (QA_FIT Project Team, 2024). 
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Moreover, as Demšar (2024) observes, independence and transparency are mutually reinforcing 

principles. QA agencies that operate autonomously are better positioned to establish clear and 

credible procedures for decision-making, reporting, and appeals. Nevertheless, transparency 

requirements can also expose agencies to external scrutiny and pressure, particularly in 

politically sensitive environments where QA decisions carry significant reputational or 

financial implications for institutions. 

 

Building on the factors identified above, it becomes clear that these principles face significant 

challenges in practice. While independence has been firmly embedded in the European QA 

framework through the ESG and reinforced by international guidelines and networks, 

maintaining this independence in practice remains a complex and often contested task. Agencies 

must navigate a delicate balance between fulfilling their mandates as impartial evaluators and 

responding to legitimate demands for accountability and stakeholder participation. Political 

interference, financial dependency, stakeholder capture, and the pressures of evolving policy 

agendas all represent ongoing threats to agency autonomy. As such, safeguarding independence 

requires not only robust legal protections and organizational safeguards but also a commitment 

to cultivating professional integrity, operational transparency, and resilience against external 

pressures. In this light, the independence of QA agencies should be understood not as a static 

condition but as a dynamic and continually negotiated achievement, essential to upholding the 

credibility and legitimacy of QA processes within the EHEA and beyond. 

 

3.5. Historical, Political, and Cultural Determinants of Independence 

 

While formal provisions such as those articulated in the ESG outline the expected independence 

of QA agencies, these stipulations often fall short of fully insulating agencies from contextual 

influences. Independence, therefore, cannot be interpreted solely as a matter of legal guarantees. 

As suggested by Demšar (2024), independence is shaped by a broader set of variables, 

encompassing political traditions, historical experiences, and deeply embedded cultural norms. 

This conceptualization requires a shift in analytical focus: from static institutional frameworks 

to the dynamic socio-political environments in which QA agencies operate. Independence is 

not a fixed institutional attribute but rather a function of its surrounding ecosystem – one that 

includes power relations, governance styles, and cultural expectations regarding public 

authority (Carvalho et al., 2024). 

 

Cross-national cooperation between countries and agencies also emerges as a significant 

challenge in developing common tools to strengthen quality assurance (Carvalho et. al., 2024). 

The evolution of QA systems worldwide–particularly in Europe – has mirrored broader 

regulatory transformations linked to globalization. As states gradually stepped back from direct 

higher education governance in the late 20th century, QA agencies emerged as decentralized 

bodies entrusted with safeguarding academic standards (Jordana et al., 2018). However, even 

where agencies appear institutionally independent, their autonomy is often subtly shaped or 

constrained by historically entrenched governance patterns and persistent political cultures. 
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This perspective aligns with recent findings by Grek and Russell (2024), who observe that the 

Bologna Process is no longer the sole driver of harmonization in European higher education. 

Instead, a more complex QA infrastructure has developed, involving multiple actors, 

overlapping processes, and implicit connections to broader policy fields such as the European 

Education Area. Such complexity renders the question of agency independence even more 

contingent on cultural, historical, and institutional aspects. 

 

Historical traditions of state-centered governance remain strong in Central and Eastern Europe. 

While there has been convergence on ESG principles, significant variation persists in the 

standards and tools employed. Accreditation remains the dominant mechanism but is often 

supplemented by additional or experimental approaches such as field accreditation, complex 

accreditation, or parallel reaccreditation. In these contexts, agencies remain vulnerable to 

political influence, as seen in countries like Poland and Hungary. Accordingly, political 

authorities continue to influence public agencies despite formal autonomy provisions. Demšar 

(2024) highlights that Slovenia reflects this trend. Although NAKVIS has a relatively 

independent governance structure, broader public sector patterns reveal extensive political 

appointments – particularly in public institutes, state-owned companies, and agencies where 

governments hold a majority in governing bodies. This raise concerns that formal independence 

does not always translate into operational autonomy. Blackstock (2022) emphasizes the 

challenges stemming from political interventions in appointments, citing incidents such as the 

dismissal of agency boards in Kosovo and Poland as emblematic of the fragility of 

independence. 

 

Cultural perceptions of authority also significantly shape how independence is interpreted and 

maintained. Juanatey et al. (2021) stress that hierarchical traditions in some societies limit 

public demand for agency independence. Demšar (2024) similarly notes that Slovenian public 

sector agencies remain deeply embedded in a tradition where the political center retains decisive 

control over key appointments. In practice, directors in ministries and public institutions are 

routinely replaced with each change of government, a cycle that weakens institutional memory 

and hinders professionalization. This politicization not only threatens the continuity of QA 

practices but also undermines the broader professionalization of public administration. Frequent 

leadership turnover reduces institutional learning, creates uncertainty among stakeholders, and 

diminishes the perceived legitimacy of QA decisions. 

 

Conversely, Blackstock (2022) argues that in systems with strong traditions of academic 

freedom, QA agencies are more likely to gain legitimacy through clear independence from 

political actors. At the same time, he warns against complete isolation, instead advocating for 

“co-creation” governance models in which stakeholders participate without dominating 

decision-making processes. Such models highlight the nuanced nature of independence – not 

as total disengagement from political or institutional actors, but as structured interaction within 

boundaries that safeguard epistemic credibility and public accountability. 
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Jarvis (2014) outlines how QA regimes have evolved into a dominant regulatory tool in higher 

education, now present in nearly half of the countries worldwide. He emphasizes that QA 

systems increasingly reflect quasi-market, competitive rationalities driven by neoliberal 

managerialism. These regimes, often framed through policy discourse shaped more by 

ideological conviction than by empirical evidence, reshape the historically contested 

relationship between the state and universities by embedding higher education within 

performance-driven, qualification-based regulatory logics. Research indicates that the shift 

toward neoliberal managerialism has not only transformed universities but also reshaped the 

behavior of QA agencies themselves. Increasingly, agencies engage in competition, particularly 

within the realm of international evaluations and recognition. According to ENQA’s Quality 

Procedures Project, QA agencies now frequently participate in external evaluations across 

borders – for instance, by including foreign experts in review panels, collaborating with 

international partners, and seeking international visibility to strengthen their reputation. This 

competition for credibility and legitimacy places QA agencies within a quasi-market logic–one 

that mirrors the competitive dynamics they are intended to regulate. In effect, agencies are both 

regulators and participants in a broader performance-based QA marketplace. 

 

Blackstock (2022) reflects on this tension, particularly in relation to agencies offering 

consultancy services. He warns that, without proper safeguards, agencies may face conflicts of 

interest. Nonetheless, he argues that enhancement-oriented activities are not contradictory to 

ESG principles, provided that the integrity of evaluation procedures remains intact. Market 

pressures, however, introduce a new form of dependence – not on political actors, but on 

institutional clients, funding cycles, and reputational metrics. Agencies operating in competitive 

environments may inadvertently prioritize visibility, growth, or profitability over impartiality 

and the public good. These dynamics risk transforming QA from a reflective, developmental 

tool into a transactional service. 

 

The Slovenian case, as Demšar (2024) vividly describes, offers a nuanced perspective. Unlike 

most public agencies in Slovenia, NAKVIS maintains relatively strong safeguards against 

political appointments, particularly through the composition of its Council. Importantly, the 

Council includes diverse stakeholders, and government-appointed members do not hold a 

majority. Furthermore, unlike many public institutions, the government is not required to 

confirm the appointment of the agency’s director. This arrangement aligns with ENQA 

requirements and reflects international best practices for safeguarding agency independence. 

However, Demšar warns that challenges remain. Slovenia’s broader political culture–

characterized by frequent government changes and widespread appointment practices in public 

administration–still poses latent risks to QA agency autonomy. Thus, even robust formal 

safeguards require vigilance and continual reinforcement through transparent procedures and 

resilient organizational cultures. The broader lesson emerging from the Slovenian case is that 

institutional design can support independence, but it cannot guarantee it. Sustained autonomy 

depends on political maturity, professional resilience, and a shared societal commitment to 

insulating regulatory functions from short-term political pressures. 



42 

 

 

Juanatey et al. (2021) and Blackstock (2022) both underscore that QA agencies operate in 

environments where political, institutional, and stakeholder pressures must be continually 

balanced. Demšar’s analysis (2024) of Slovenia adds further granularity, illustrating how 

national governance traditions can both undermine and protect independence. While NAKVIS 

stands as a relatively strong example, embedded cultural and political patterns in Slovenia 

reveal that safeguarding independence requires more than formal structures; it demands an 

ongoing commitment to professional integrity, stakeholder-balanced governance, and resistance 

to external pressures. This suggests that independence is less a fixed institutional attribute than 

a dynamic achievement, sustained through practice. In turn, the Slovenian case underscores 

how resilience in QA relies as much on organizational culture and leadership as on legal 

mandates. Figure 3.1 visually summarises the key themes, concepts, and challenges of 

independence, while Appendix 6 of this dissertation provides a more detailed overview, 

including levels, core concepts, relevance to QA agency independence, persistent challenges, 

and representative sources. 

 

In conclusion, the question is not whether independence exists, but how it is constructed, 

contested, and maintained over time. Only through a contextualised understanding of 

independence – as a process shaped by political norms, administrative practices, and cultural 

values – can QA agencies navigate the expectations placed upon them and continue to function 

as credible guardians of quality in higher education. 
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Figure 3.1: Dimensions of QA Agency Independence – Concepts, Relevance, and Challenges 

Source: Author’s own elaboration (2025). 

 

3.6. Conclusion  

 

This chapter has explored the interdependent dimensions of independence in the governance of 

QA agencies within the EHEA. By analysing the concepts of autonomy, independence, and 

accountability, it has demonstrated that independence is far more than a matter of formal legal 

design. While the ESG (2015) provide a clear normative framework and national legislation 

across Europe has increasingly aligned with its provisions, empirical realities reveal that 

independence remains a contingent, negotiated, and contextually embedded achievement. 

 

A key analytical distinction highlighted in the literature is that between de jure and de facto 

independence (Maggetti, 2007; Hanretty and Koop, 2013; Verhoest et al., 2015; Juanatey et al., 

2021; Demšar, 2022). Legal safeguards – such as fixed-term appointments, financial 

protections, or statutory authority – create a baseline of institutional security, but they cannot 

by themselves prevent subtle political pressures, stakeholder capture, or market-driven 

dependencies from undermining impartiality. The literature has also shown that, at the 

conceptual level, independence should be understood as both a formal and a substantive 
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attribute. Whereas legal frameworks may establish formal autonomy, actual (de facto) 

independence is determined by how these frameworks are implemented and upheld in practice. 

In the context of QA agencies, autonomy and independence – though often used 

interchangeably – require careful differentiation, as they refer to distinct but interrelated 

dimensions of governance and operational integrity. 

 

The governance triangle of formal independence – comprising political autonomy, social 

accountability, and the scope of responsibilities – highlights the inherent tensions that QA 

agencies must navigate (Juanatey et al., 2021). Political autonomy is essential to safeguard 

agencies from ministerial interference, yet excessive insulation may undermine their legitimacy 

in the eyes of society (Demšar, 2022). Social accountability enhances transparency and trust 

through stakeholder involvement, especially higher education institutions, but the 

overrepresentation of these institutions risks capture and conflicts of interest. Similarly, broader 

mandates grant agencies greater discretion but also expose them to intensified political and 

public scrutiny. At the same time, questions arise about the extent to which higher education 

stakeholders should influence or participate in the agency’s work without undermining its 

impartiality and authority. In practice, strengthening one dimension often places pressure on 

another, underscoring that independence cannot be maximized in all directions simultaneously. 

 

The discussion of cultural and historical contexts further complicates this picture. Independence 

does not operate in a vacuum but is conditioned by entrenched governance traditions, political 

cultures, and societal perceptions of authority. In Central and Eastern Europe, for instance, the 

persistence of political appointments and state-centered governance has weakened the 

operational autonomy of agencies, despite robust legal frameworks (Kohoutek et al., 2025). 

Conversely, systems with strong traditions of academic freedom tend to confer legitimacy on 

agencies through a clearer separation from political actors. The Slovenian case illustrates both 

the potential of institutional safeguards to protect autonomy and the limits imposed by a 

politicized administrative culture. 

 

Moreover, the chapter has highlighted emerging pressures linked to neoliberal managerialism, 

marketisation, and internationalisation (Dill and Soo, 2004; Jarvis, 2024). As QA agencies 

increasingly compete for legitimacy, visibility, and cross-border recognition, their 

independence is no longer threatened only by governments or universities but also by market 

logics and reputational incentives. Consultancy services, international evaluations, and quasi-

market competition risk transforming QA into a transactional service unless robust safeguards 

and ethical standards are maintained. 

 

The discussion presented in this chapter invites several critical reflections that remain 

unresolved in debates on the independence of QA agencies. A first question concerns the extent 

to which legal frameworks and formal safeguards can realistically insulate QA agencies from 

political or institutional interference, particularly in highly politicised or transitional 

governance contexts. While statutory protections are essential, they often prove insufficient in 
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environments where informal practices and entrenched political cultures persist. Closely related 

is the challenge of designing participatory governance models that genuinely enhance 

legitimacy while avoiding the risk of stakeholder capture. Ensuring stakeholder involvement 

without allowing regulated institutions to dominate decision-making represents a delicate 

balance that agencies must carefully navigate. 

 

Finally, equally pressing is the issue of unwritten rules and organizational culture in shaping 

the de facto independence of QA agencies. Beyond the formal statutes that delineate autonomy, 

it is often tacit norms of trust, professional ethos, and internalized values that determine how 

independence is enacted in practice. Yet how exactly these less visible factors – trust among 

stakeholders, shared professional standards, or ingrained cultural expectations – reinforce or 

constrain independence remains an open question. Is independence strengthened when trust is 

high, or does close familiarity risk softening critical distance? To what extent can organizational 

culture insulate agencies from political or institutional pressures, and under what conditions 

might it instead render them vulnerable? These are among the questions that the following 

chapters will explore in greater depth, shedding light on the subtle but decisive role of informal 

practices in sustaining QA independence. 
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4. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY FOR EXAMINING QA AGENCY 

INDEPENDENCE 

 

4.1. Introduction 

 

As demonstrated in previous chapter, the notion of independence is deeply embedded in legal, 

political, and cultural frameworks that vary across national contexts and institutional settings.  

Building on this foundation, the current chapter outlines the methodological design and research 

strategy employed to address the key research aims and questions. Although the research 

objectives and questions have been introduced in Chapter 1, they are briefly reiterated here to 

anchor the methodological choices in the overall research framework. This study seeks to 

explore: (i) What are the main determinants of the independence of QA agencies, and how do 

different stakeholders across various regions of the EHEA perceive their independence? (ii) 

What are the formal characteristics of QA agencies’ independence, and how can formal 

independence be compared across different regions of the EHEA? and (iii) To what extent does 

formal independence ensure actual independence of QA agencies, and how do cultural contexts, 

organizational structures, and governance models influence this relationship across different 

regions of the EHEA? 

 

Given the diverse and situational aspects of agency independence, a qualitative and 

interpretivist research approach is considered particularly suitable. This aligns with Bryman’s 

(2006) argument that qualitative research allows for “a deep understanding of the social world 

through the eyes of the participants” (p. 401). Such an approach enables a nuanced exploration 

of how QA agency independence is enacted within differing governance contexts. Furthermore, 

the adoption of a multi-level comparative research design–encompassing national, 

international, and systemic levels–facilitates a broader understanding of these variations across 

contexts.  

 

The following sections of this chapter provide a detailed account of the philosophical 

positioning of the research, the overall research design, the selected methods for data collection 

and analysis, as well as ethical considerations. Particular attention is given to ensuring 

methodological rigour and transparency, while simultaneously maintaining the flexibility 

necessary to address the contextual sensitivities and political dimensions inherent in the study 

of independence. 

 

To ensure coherence across the dissertation’s empirical components, the study follows an 

explicit integration logic in which each empirical strand has a distinct analytical function. The 

preliminary study serves as an exploratory mapping exercise that identifies baseline perceptions 

and recurring pressure points; the ENQA external review reports provide a comparatively 

standardised benchmark of formal (de jure) safeguards and how ESG 3.3 is interpreted in 

review practice; the semi-structured interviews primarily illuminate de facto dynamics such as 

informal influence channels, professional norms, and organisational culture; and the Slovenian 
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case study offers an intensive, context-rich examination of how independence is experienced 

across internal roles (experts, Council members, and the Appeal Committee). In the 

dissertation’s synthesis, cross-regional claims are grounded mainly in the ENQA review 

analysis and the multi-country interviews, while survey findings are used primarily to 

characterise perceived independence and to identify convergences or tensions with other 

sources rather than to make statistically generalisable claims. 

 

4.2. Philosophical and Epistemological Positioning 

 

The methodological approach of this study is grounded in the interpretivist paradigm, with 

particular alignment to the principles of constructivism. Lincoln and Guba (2016) argue that 

interpretivist inquiry is fundamentally constructivist, emphasizing that knowledge is co-

constructed rather than objectively discover. Researchers must constantly reconstruct their 

understanding of reality to adapt to evolving situations. Rather than relying on fixed methods 

or designs, these serve merely as guiding frameworks to help interpret unique contexts. True 

insight emerges through collaboration with those involved, enabling the co-creation of meaning 

and context-specific solutions. Within the constructivist paradigm, validity becomes a 

negotiated, context-dependent construct rather than a fixed universal standard (Schwandt, 

1994). Given the inherently subjective and socially constructed nature of independence, 

particularly in politically sensitive environments, interpretivism provides a suitable lens 

through which to investigate these complex and nuanced realities. 

 

Interpretivist and constructivist paradigms are particularly well suited to qualitative research, 

as they aim to capture the subjective meanings individuals attribute to social phenomena (Guba 

and Lincoln, 1994, 2016; Schwandt, 1994; Jonker and Pennink, 2010; Creswell and Poth, 

2016). As Creswell and Creswell (2017) emphasizes, constructivism enables the exploration of 

multiple realities shaped by participants’ lived experiences. In the context of this study, such a 

perspective allows for a nuanced understanding of how QA agency leadership, experts, staff, 

higher education institution representatives, policymakers, and other actors perceive and 

interpret the notion of independence. 

 

Furthermore, the research adopts an inductive approach, which is common within qualitative 

inquiry. The inductive cycle results in new theory or elements that could lead to a theory; 

statements are deduced from various forms of data with the aim of generating theoretical 

insights (Jonker and Pennink, 2010). Inductive reasoning was particularly appropriate for the 

study because it allowed patterns, categories, and themes to emerge organically from the data 

rather than imposing predetermined hypotheses (Bryman, 2016). This flexibility was essential 

to address the contextual sensitivity of the topic and to capture the diversity of experiences 

across the EHEA. 

 

The interpretive-constructivist positioning of this research emphasizes the co-construction of 

meaning between the researcher and participants. Accordingly, the role of the researcher is seen 



48 

 

not as neutral, but as an integral part of the research process (Maxwell, 2013). Given the 

researcher’s professional engagement within a QA agency, it is acknowledged that prior 

knowledge and insider insights inevitably shaped the inquiry (Bryman, 2016). To maintain 

research integrity, reflexivity was embedded throughout the process, involving ongoing critical 

reflection on positionality, power dynamics, and potential bias. This reflective stance aimed to 

ensure openness to participants’ perspectives and to mitigate undue influence during 

interpretation. To ensure the integrity of the research, reflexivity was embedded throughout the 

process. This involved continuous critical reflection on potential biases and the researcher's 

positionality (Jonker and Pennink, 2010). As an insider-researcher, maintaining awareness of 

power relations and remaining open to participants’ perspectives were essential for mitigating 

undue influence on data interpretation. 

 

Given the sensitivity surrounding independence, particularly in countries with varied 

governance traditions, the interpretivist paradigm also allowed for an ethical and contextually 

responsive approach. For instance, Creswell notes that in qualitative research, the researcher is 

the primary instrument for data collection and analysis, and that "qualitative researchers often 

collect data in the field at the site where participants experience the issue or problem under 

study" (Creswell and Creswell, 2017). This underscores the importance of the researcher's 

engagement and reflexivity in the process. Participants’ narratives and perceptions were 

therefore treated with respect and sensitivity, recognizing that issues of agency autonomy are 

often tied to broader concerns about political influence, organizational culture, and professional 

integrity. 

 

Ultimately, the interpretivist and constructivist philosophical foundations of this study provided 

a robust and flexible framework. They facilitated the detailed exploration of the gap between 

formal and actual independence, supporting the development of an empirically grounded 

understanding of how QA agencies navigate complex social, political, and regulatory 

environments. 

 

4.3. Research Design and Methodological Strategy for Examining QA Agency 

Independence 

 

Understanding the independence of QA agencies necessitates a methodological approach that 

captures both formal frameworks and practical realities. To this end, a research design was 

developed integrating multiple perspectives, data sources, and levels of analysis. This approach 

aims to provide a detailed and context-sensitive understanding of how independence is 

conceptualized, enacted, and contested across varying national contexts. This doctoral research 

employs a predominantly qualitative methodology, deemed most appropriate for analysing the 

complex, multidimensional, and context-dependent nature of QA agency independence. This 

approach was selected due to the inherently interpretative character of independence, which 

cannot be fully captured through quantitative measures alone. Perceptions, informal practices, 
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and contextual nuances are crucial factors influencing how independence is understood and 

enacted (Jonker and Pennink, 2010; Bryman, 2016; Creswell and Creswell, 2017). 

 

The research design of this dissertation rests on two interconnected levels: an international 

comparative study and a national case study centred on Slovenia. The international dimension 

involves three methodological strands: first, a preliminary survey conducted between 2021 and 

2022 with the participation of 28 QA agencies across the EHEA; second, a systematic analysis 

of ENQA expert panel reports related to ESG Standard 3.3 on agency independence, covering 

the period 2021–2024; and third, a series of interviews carried out in 2023 and 2024 with leaders 

of selected QA agencies and QA associations. The interview sample was organised into four 

regional clusters: Slovenia, three Western Balkan countries, three EU member states, and three 

states typically associated with the Eastern Partnership region. The national component 

complements this comparative perspective through a detailed case study of Slovenia. It provides 

a context-specific exploration of how the principle of agency independence is interpreted and 

enacted within a particular governance framework, drawing on the perspectives and experiences 

of key stakeholders in the Slovenian QA system. 

 

Given the diversity of political, cultural, and regulatory environments across the EHEA, a multi-

level comparative research approach was adopted. The study draws on insights from ten 

countries, carefully selected from three distinct regions to ensure both geographical diversity 

and contextual richness. The first group consists of EU member states, with Slovenia serving 

as the primary case. The second group covers the Western Balkan countries, most of which 

remain outside the EU but share historical and geographical proximity to Slovenia. The third 

group includes the Eastern Partnership countries, none of which are EU members, though all 

fall within the EHEA framework. This selection made it possible to identify both convergences 

and divergences across different higher education governance models. 

 

Prior to the main evidence-based research a preliminary study was conducted as a key 

component of the overall methodological design. This initial study had a dual purpose: to test 

and refine the research instruments and to identify foundational patterns and challenges related 

to agency independence across the EHEA. Carried out in collaboration with NAKVIS and 

CEENQA, the preliminary study benefitted from established networks and professional trust, 

which facilitated access to a broad and diverse pool of respondents. A total of 28 QA agencies 

participated, representing a spectrum of governance models, ranging from public-state affiliated 

bodies to autonomous and privately governed agencies. Importantly, responses were gathered 

from executive leadership, middle management, and operational staff, ensuring the 

representation of varied organisational perspectives. The results of this preliminary study were 

instrumental in shaping the subsequent phases of the research by identifying key areas of 

concern, refining the research questions, and validating the relevance of the planned empirical 

strategy. 
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The research integrated several complementary methods: a comprehensive literature review, a 

preliminary study, an analysis of ENQA review reports, semi-structured interviews, and 

questionnaires. Each of these methods played a specific role in the overall research strategy and 

was selected for its relevance to the research objectives (Plowright, 2010). The triangulation of 

methods enhanced the robustness and validity of the findings, ensuring that conclusions were 

not derived from a single data source but instead emerged from the convergence of multiple 

lines of evidence. 

 

To ensure confidentiality – particularly in countries with a single national QA agency – the 

names of countries and agencies were anonymized. At the beginning of the research process, it 

was observed that some respondents showed reluctance to disclose or associate their statements 

with the name of the agency, especially given the sensitivity of the topic; therefore, it was 

decided that all countries would be anonymized. This reluctance was also reflected at the 

institutional level, where some agencies expressed reservations about being publicly identified 

in comparative analyses. As a result, additional safeguards were incorporated into the research 

design to strengthen participants’ sense of protection and to foster greater openness during 

interviews. This measure was implemented to protect respondents and to encourage open and 

honest sharing of experiences and perspectives regarding political and institutional pressures 

(Wiles et al., 2008). Given the sensitive nature of the topic – particularly when discussing state 

influence, political appointments, and the integrity of evaluation outcomes – guaranteeing 

anonymity was not only an ethical imperative but also a methodological strategy to ensure data 

quality. In several cases, participants explicitly expressed concerns that their views could be 

traced back to them, given the relatively small size and close-knit nature of national QA 

communities. Anonymisation thus enabled a more candid exploration of systemic challenges 

that would otherwise remain unspoken or underreported in public discourse. Ultimately, 

anonymisation enabled a deeper, more critical engagement with the structural and political 

dimensions of agency independence, as well as with market-driven principles in QA 

approaches, while preserving the trust and safety of all research participants. 

 

The semi-structured interviews were conducted at three levels–national, international, and 

supranational – and involved senior representatives of QA agencies as well as key European-

level stakeholders. To ensure that the perspectives collected reflected the full scope of 

leadership experiences within QA agencies, interviewees included a range of high-level actors 

such as agency directors, members of governance or management boards (e.g., Agency 

Council), deputy directors, and heads of departments or units responsible for evaluation and 

accreditation activities. This diverse sample was designed to capture not only strategic and 

policy-level viewpoints, but also operational insights related to the day-to-day autonomy of 

agencies. 

 

Interviews were conducted either in person or via the Zoom platform, depending on 

participants’ preferences and availability. Given the international scope of the research and the 

geographical diversity of interviewees, the interviews were carried out in three languages: 
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English, Slovenian, and Serbo-Croatian. Fluency in all three languages enabled natural and 

context-sensitive engagement with respondents, minimizing the risk of meaning loss or 

misinterpretation. Conducting interviews in participants’ preferred languages further facilitated 

openness and allowed for the discussion of potentially sensitive topics, which was particularly 

important considering the political and institutional nature of the research. 

 

Semi-structured interviews proved particularly effective in eliciting in-depth insights into 

perceptions and lived experiences, while at the same time offering respondents the flexibility 

to elaborate on complex or sensitive issues relevant to agency independence (Kvale and 

Brinkmann, 2009; Bryman, 2016). This method ensured that discussions remained focused on 

key themes while still allowing for the emergence of new or unexpected dimensions of agency 

autonomy, political influence, and organisational culture. 

 

In addition, two separate questionnaire surveys were conducted. At the national level in 

Slovenia, questionnaires were administered among key actors in the accreditation and 

evaluation process, including experts, members of the agency’s Council, and members of the 

appeal committee. This ensured the collection of diverse perspectives within the national 

agency framework. In parallel, a separate survey was distributed among CEENQA member 

agencies to gather cross-national perspectives on independence, operational autonomy, and 

external pressures. This dual approach allowed for a meaningful comparison between national 

and international contexts. 

 

Due to relatively small sample sizes (fewer than 100 respondents across both surveys), the 

quantitative analysis was necessarily limited to basic descriptive statistics. Its purpose was 

primarily to identify indicative trends and support the qualitative findings. In this regard, the 

quantitative data provided a general orientation rather than statistically generalizable results, 

complementing the deeper insights gained through qualitative methods (Kumar, 2018; Patton, 

2014). 

 

The dual role of researcher and employee of NAKVIS is openly acknowledged, as it presents 

important ethical and methodological considerations. These were addressed through 

anonymization of data, methodological rigor, critical self-reflection, and transparent reporting. 

By actively separating professional responsibilities from the research role, objectivity was 

maintained throughout the process. As Berger (2015) emphasizes, recognizing and managing 

positionality is essential for ensuring ethical and credible qualitative research. In conclusion, 

the research methodology was deliberately designed to capture the multifaceted nature and 

context-dependent dynamics of QA agency independence. By integrating multiple data sources 

– including ENQA reports, expert interviews, and institutional case studies – the study ensured 

a triangulated approach to data collection and interpretation. The instruments used were 

rigorously refined through a preliminary (pilot) study to enhance their contextual relevance. 

Furthermore, strict ethical protocols were adopted to protect the integrity of the research process 

and the confidentiality of participants. As a result, the study provides a framework for critically 
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examining how the independence of QA agencies within the EHEA is constructed, perceived 

by stakeholders, and subject to both structural and political challenges. 

 

4.4. Implementing the Research Strategy: Exploring National, Regional and System-

Level Contexts 

 

As mentioned, the research design of this doctoral study is based on two mutually reinforcing 

components: (a) an international comparative analysis and (b) a national-level case study 

centred on Slovenia. To capture the complexity and contextual diversity surrounding the 

independence of QA agencies, the research design was implemented across three interconnected 

levels: national, regional, and system-wide. This structure made it possible to examine how 

independence is conceptualised across different political, cultural, and organisational 

environments, while also highlighting the interplay between local realities and supranational 

frameworks, as illustrated in Figure 4.1. 

 

For the geographical selection of the sample, the preliminary study encompassed a range of 

countries (28 in total) within the EHEA, as well as an analysis of ENQA expert reports, 

specifically those from EHEA countries that underwent external evaluation between 2021 and 

2024. By contrast, the interviews focused on three selected regions within the EHEA: EU 

member states, Western Balkan countries, and countries from the Eastern Partnership. 

 

At the national level, the research was primarily focused on Slovenia as a national case study 

and, more specifically, on NAKVIS. Owing to professional and cultural proximity to this 

environment, local knowledge and institutional familiarity were utilized to generate 

contextually rich insights. An insider perspective proved invaluable for interpreting national 

regulations, stakeholder expectations, and the operational realities shaping agency autonomy in 

Slovenia. Within this context, a research study was conducted that included not only agency 

experts, but also council members and representatives of the appeal committee, thereby 

ensuring that a variety of internal voices were captured. As part of the methodological 

framework, a questionnaire was distributed among these stakeholder groups, and both 

quantitative and qualitative data were gathered on perceptions of independence, decision-

making processes, and external influences. 

 

Beyond Slovenia, the research was designed to adopt a comparative and cross-national 

perspective in order to position national findings within the broader landscape of EHEA 

developments. For the interviews, ten countries (including Slovenia) were included in the study, 

selected from three strategically defined regions: (a) EU Member States, (b) Western Balkan 

countries, and (c) Eastern Partnership countries. This regional selection was informed by both 

theoretical and practical considerations, as well as the need to capture varying levels of EU 

integration, political stability, and historical legacies of governance. The three clusters were 

therefore chosen not only for their geographical breadth but also for their analytical potential to 
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highlight different trajectories of QA agency development and to reveal how local political 

cultures, funding models, and historical legacies intersect with European norms. 

 

The EU Member States were chosen to explore the influence of common EU policies and 

regulatory frameworks on national QA systems. These countries share access to the same legal 

and financial instruments–such as structural funds, EU funds, and Erasmus+ programmes –

which may shape how QA agencies are governed, resourced, and evaluated (European 

Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2020). Their participation also provides a benchmark for 

examining how deeply EU-level guidance, including the ESG standards, is embedded into 

national practices (ESG, 2015). In addition, EU Member States offer insight into the extent to 

which formalised governance structures, long-standing QA traditions, and comparatively high 

levels of institutional capacity contribute to sustaining de facto independence, while also 

exposing the ways in which European integration mechanisms can both empower and constrain 

agency autonomy. 

 

By contrast, the Western Balkans – where most countries are not EU members but remain 

geographically and politically close to Slovenia – offered insights into transitional and post-

socialist higher education governance models. The region’s shared Yugoslav legacy and post-

conflict state-building trajectories have created hybrid governance arrangements, often marked 

by fragmentation, politicisation, and institutional instability. The Western Balkans’ ongoing EU 

accession processes also make this group particularly relevant for analysing the normative 

power of the EU in shaping QA reforms (Bieber, 2018; Subotić, 2014). At the same time, these 

contexts provide an opportunity to observe how QA agencies navigate diverse state structures, 

limited resources, and fluctuating political commitments to reform. The Western Balkans 

therefore illustrate both the vulnerabilities of young QA systems and their capacity for 

institutional innovation under conditions of external conditionality and domestic contestation. 

 

Finally, the Eastern Partnership countries were selected because, although none are part of the 

EU, all are integrated within the EHEA framework, providing a distinctive perspective on how 

QA systems operate in post-communist and often politically sensitive environments. Countries 

in the region have undertaken significant reforms under geopolitical duress, frequently driven 

by donor or international pressure (Silova, 2009; Tomusk, 2006). These cases highlight how 

external actors – such as the EU – can exert strong influence over national QA arrangements in 

the absence of stable domestic traditions of autonomy. At the same time, they demonstrate the 

resilience of local institutions, which often adapt global norms selectively, balancing external 

demands with internal political realities. The Eastern Partnership countries therefore exemplify 

the tension between internationalisation and sovereignty in QA governance. 
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Figure 4.1: Geographical Scope of the Qualitative Research 

Source: Author’s own elaboration (2025). 

 

Complementing the national and regional research, a third level of analysis focused on the 

broader system within which QA agencies operate. Recognizing that these agencies are 

embedded in global and regional networks that influence their independence and practices, the 

research included interviews with senior representatives from key European QA associations 

such as ENQA, CEENQA, and ECA. These organizations are central actors in promoting ESG 

standards, supporting peer learning and mutual recognition processes, and facilitating policy 

dialogue across the EHEA. Their perspectives provided valuable meta-level insights into the 

regulatory and collaborative frameworks that shape national agency autonomy. 

 

4.5. Data Analysis: Process and Techniques  

 

Given the varied and situational dimensions of agency independence and the interpretative 

complexity of independence in QA, it was recognised that the analysis needed to be rigorous 

yet sufficiently flexible to capture both codified safeguards and lived practice across diverse 

contexts. The process was designed to integrate both quantitative and qualitative data sources 

while maintaining consistency with the interpretivist paradigm that guides this dissertation. In 
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doing so, the study aimed to produce findings that were not only systematic and reliable but 

also contextually grounded and sensitive to the socio-political dynamics of the EHEA. To 

strengthen analytical transparency and enable interpretive replication, the analysis followed a 

consistent stepwise workflow across all empirical strands (preliminary study, ENQA report 

analysis, interviews, and questionnaires), with key interpretive decisions documented through 

dated analytic memos and a traceable audit trail. 

 

The analysis began with organising and categorising the collected data, which included 

structuring the preliminary study, reviewing ENQA reports, transcribing interviews, processing 

questionnaire responses, and compiling relevant documents and sources. Such systematic 

organisation is recognised as a key prerequisite for qualitative analysis, as Wong (2008) 

describes data analysis as a process of systematically searching and arranging interview 

transcripts, observation notes, and other materials. Each data source was first examined 

independently to identify recurring patterns, key themes, and deviations from expected norms. 

This inductive coding phase was followed by a cross-source triangulation process, whereby 

findings from ENQA reports were systematically compared with interview narratives and 

survey data to enhance analytical robustness. The analysis proceeded through a two-stage logic: 

within-source analysis (identifying patterns and tensions inside each dataset) followed by cross-

source synthesis (systematically comparing what different forms of evidence indicated about 

the same dimensions of independence). 

 

Due to the use of multiple languages during the interviews – Slovenian, English, and Serbo-

Croatian – some challenges arose during transcription and analysis. In multilingual research 

contexts, semantic precision and cultural nuance are critical for reliable interpretation; thus, 

extra care was taken to ensure that translations preserved the intended meanings of participants' 

responses. To ensure accuracy and efficiency, online transcription tools and artificial 

intelligence-based applications were utilised, including ChatGPT and Happy Scribe, 

particularly to streamline the initial transcription phase. These tools enabled faster processing 

of large volumes of qualitative data, particularly when dealing with mixed-language segments 

or terminology-specific content. However, given the inherent limitations of automated 

transcription – especially in recognising professional jargon or regional accents – each 

transcript underwent manual verification. 

 

This approach proved invaluable in addressing linguistic diversity and in supporting time 

management, while the final transcripts were carefully reviewed to safeguard the integrity and 

accuracy of the data. The resulting dataset was thus both systematically structured and 

contextually rich, enabling a layered and critically informed analysis of QA agency 

independence across diverse governance and cultural settings. 

 

For the questionnaire data, a mixed-methods approach was employed. Likert-scale responses 

were analysed; however, since the number of respondents was below 100, advanced statistical 

analyses were neither feasible nor meaningful. Therefore, the quantitative analysis remained 
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relatively simple and was primarily used to provide a general overview of trends and 

stakeholder perceptions. Rather than aiming to generalize to broader populations, the statistical 

results were intended to complement and contextualize the more in-depth qualitative findings 

obtained from interviews and open-ended survey responses (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2023). 

Accordingly, survey findings were treated as descriptive orientation data that helped map 

perceived independence, while the qualitative material provided the main basis for interpreting 

mechanisms, vulnerabilities, and informal pressures. 

 

The next stage involved coding the qualitative data. In line with the principles of thematic 

analysis, the interview transcripts and qualitative survey responses were examined through a 

process of repeated reading to ensure deep familiarity with the material. This iterative 

engagement enabled the identification of patterns, meanings, and emerging themes relevant to 

the research focus. This inductive process was complemented by deductive coding based on my 

conceptual framework, particularly dimensions of independence such as organisational 

autonomy, operational freedom, and external pressures (Jonker and Pennink, 2010; Bryman, 

2016). Initial (first-cycle) coding was used to segment the data into meaningful units of 

information. These were subsequently grouped through pattern (second-cycle) coding into 

broader thematic categories. This iterative process facilitated the development of an analytical 

structure that captured both the expected and emergent dimensions of QA agency independence, 

as expressed by stakeholders across various national and governance contexts. 

 

As part of this coding process, the dissertation’s central analytic lens – de jure versus de facto 

independence – was operationalised in practical terms. De jure independence was coded when 

evidence referred to formalised and codified safeguards (e.g., legal mandates, governance and 

appointment rules, formal procedures for expert selection, documented decision-making 

authority, budget rules, and formal appeal provisions). De facto independence was coded when 

evidence referred to how autonomy is enacted, experienced, or constrained in practice (e.g., 

perceived pressures, informal expectations, anticipatory compliance, procedural workarounds, 

discretionary interference, and culturally embedded norms of hierarchy, loyalty, or risk 

avoidance). Where a segment contained both dimensions (e.g., “formally independent, but in 

practice…”), it was dual-coded and later used as evidence of the gap between formal and actual 

independence. 

 

A crucial component of the analytical approach was the use of triangulation. As noted by 

Bryman (2016) and Heale and Forbes (2013), triangulation enhances the credibility and validity 

of qualitative research by incorporating multiple data sources and perspectives. In this study, 

thematic findings from interviews and qualitative survey responses were systematically cross-

checked against quantitative data patterns, document analysis, and ENQA review reports. This 

process enabled the identification of convergences, divergences, and contradictions across data 

sources. In cases of inconsistency, deeper interpretative analysis was undertaken rather than 

imposing artificial coherence. This reflexive strategy illuminated the multifaceted and often 

contested nature of independence in practice. Triangulation was applied through an explicit 
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weighting logic: claims about formal safeguards were grounded primarily in documentary and 

ENQA evidence, while claims about experienced autonomy and informal influence were 

grounded primarily in interviews and open-ended responses. When sources converged, findings 

were treated as analytically strong; when they diverged (e.g., high perception scores alongside 

qualitative concerns), divergence itself was analysed as a substantive finding – often signalling 

the perceived-versus-structural gap that is central to this dissertation. 

 

The study incorporated artificial intelligence – specifically ChatGPT – in a strictly supervised 

and methodologically transparent manner. Its use was limited to the following technical and 

analytical functions: (i) facilitating rapid multilingual transcript drafting from audio recordings, 

followed by meticulous line-by-line manual verification against original files; (ii) supporting 

preliminary language standardisation and clarity checks across interview materials in 

Slovenian, English, and Serbo-Croatian and (iii) conducting language review and refinement of 

selected sections of the dissertation to enhance academic style, terminological consistency, and 

overall linguistic accuracy in English. Beyond these procedural applications, ChatGPT was also 

engaged as an interactive analytical assistant – used to support conceptual clarification, 

stimulate critical reflection, and suggest alternative interpretations during iterative phases of 

analysis. All outputs were treated as provisional and subject to full human oversight and 

verification. This approach represents a cautious yet constructive integration of AI into the 

qualitative research process – aimed at enhancing efficiency while maintaining ethical 

safeguards, academic rigour, and interpretive integrity. 

 

In summary, the data analysis process was designed to balance rigour with flexibility, in order 

to accommodate the diversity and contextual variation inherent in my empirical material. The 

relatively simplified statistical analysis provided an overview of stakeholder perceptions, while 

the qualitative analysis offered deeper insight into lived experiences and agency narratives. 

Together, these strands were synthesised through triangulation to produce a multidimensional 

and context-sensitive understanding of QA agency independence across national, regional, and 

system-level contexts. By documenting analytical decisions, clarifying how de jure and de facto 

domains were differentiated in coding, and specifying how evidence was integrated and 

weighted across sources, the study strengthens transparency and methodological robustness –

while remaining faithful to the interpretivist logic that independence is context-dependent, 

relational, and often contested in practice. This approach now forms the analytical foundation 

for the empirical findings presented in the next chapters. 

 

4.6. Ethical Considerations 

 

Given the sensitive nature of this research, ethical considerations were not merely an 

administrative requirement but a foundational element throughout the study’s design, 

implementation, and reflection. Examining the independence of QA agencies – particularly 

across diverse national contexts – posed significant ethical challenges. Ethical tensions are an 

inherent part of the everyday practice of research, regardless of discipline or topic. As Guillemin 
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and Gillam (2004) ask: how do researchers address ethical problems that arise during their 

work, and are there conceptual frameworks that can guide them in doing so? The challenges 

encountered in this study stemmed from the complex intersection of institutional authority, 

public accountability, and political sensitivity, all of which demanded sustained attention to the 

rights, dignity, and well-being of research participants. 

 

From the outset, the research design recognised that exploring topics such as independence, 

external influence, and decision-making integrity could place participants in potentially 

vulnerable positions – particularly in contexts where QA agencies operate within politicised or 

centralised governance environments. This awareness informed the ethical safeguards and 

methodological strategies adopted throughout the study, including anonymisation, informed 

consent, and a commitment to creating a secure and respectful environment for open dialogue. 

The study required participants to reflect openly on issues that may be politically delicate, 

institutionally sensitive, or personally uncomfortable. Consequently, ethical responsibility had 

to extend beyond procedural compliance and embrace a principled commitment to trust, respect, 

and transparency throughout the research process. 

 

This commitment was particularly crucial given the researcher’s positionality within the field. 

Holding a dual role as both a researcher and an employee of a national QA agency entailed a 

unique set of responsibilities: on one hand, to produce methodologically rigorous and unbiased 

findings; on the other, to protect the integrity and autonomy of participants who shared their 

experiences. Consequently, all phases of the research – from participant recruitment to data 

handling and dissemination – were approached with heightened ethical sensitivity. Ethical 

reflection was not treated as a procedural formality, but rather as an ongoing and integral 

component of the academic process, embedded in each stage of the study’s design and 

execution. 

 

In what follows, the key ethical principles and procedures underpinning this research are 

outlined, with particular attention to four core areas: (1) informed consent and confidentiality; 

(2) the ethical complexities arising from the researcher’s dual role as both academic and 

institutional insider; (3) cultural sensitivity and political context; and (4) the importance of 

transparency, integrity, and dissemination of results. Each of these dimensions was 

systematically addressed to ensure the ethical robustness of the study and to protect the rights 

and interests of all individuals and institutions involved. Where potential risks or tensions were 

identified, appropriate mitigation strategies were implemented – such as the anonymisation of 

interview data and the clear separation of institutional and research responsibilities. In 

politically sensitive settings, extra precautions were taken to prevent the identification of 

countries or agencies, thereby shielding participants from possible professional or political 

consequences. Likewise, throughout the research process, cultural and linguistic nuances were 

carefully respected to preserve the authenticity and contextual integrity of the data. 
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4.7. Informed Consent and Confidentiality 

 

A fundamental ethical principle underpinning this research was the protection of participants 

through informed consent and the strict assurance of confidentiality. As noted by Khan et al. 

(2021), informed consent is central to ethical research in the social sciences, particularly when 

addressing politically sensitive issues of governance and public accountability. Prior to each 

interview or survey, all participants were fully informed about the aims, scope, and potential 

implications of the study. Each received a detailed information sheet outlining the research 

objectives, voluntary participation, procedures, and expected duration of involvement. This 

commitment to transparency not only fulfilled formal ethical requirements but also fostered 

trust – especially when engaging with senior stakeholders and decision-makers. 

 

Beyond obtaining explicit consent, rigorous procedures were implemented to ensure the 

confidentiality and anonymity of all participants in all phases of the research. No personally 

identifiable information was collected, stored, or disclosed at any stage of the research process. 

These safeguards were particularly critical for individuals in prominent or recognisable 

positions – such as agency directors, council members, or national representatives – whose 

insights could carry political or professional sensitivity. In reporting results, all country and 

agency identifiers were anonymised to preserve participant privacy and maintain the integrity 

of the study. During the data collection phase, it became evident that attitudes toward 

identification varied considerably among participants. Some expressed concerns that their 

comments might indirectly reveal their agency or country, particularly in smaller systems or 

politically sensitive contexts. Others, especially those representing well-established agencies 

with mature governance frameworks, were more comfortable with open identification and even 

suggested that transparency could add credibility to the research. To ensure consistency and to 

minimise any potential risk of recognition, a decision was therefore made to anonymise all 

international data and to present the results by regional clusters rather than by individual 

countries or agencies. The only exception was Slovenia, which – being the researcher’s home 

country and the focus of the national case study – was reported in greater detail at the country 

level. While some interviewees were open in discussing political pressures and institutional 

challenges, others were understandably cautious; anonymisation ensured consistency and 

protection for all contributors. 

 

As Kaiser (2009) observes, maintaining respondent confidentiality while presenting rich 

qualitative data poses unique challenges. In this study, confidentiality was not merely a 

procedural safeguard but an enabling condition for open and honest dialogue, particularly on 

issues of power, governance, and institutional vulnerability. Several participants explicitly 

acknowledged that the assurance of anonymity encouraged greater candour and depth in their 

responses. Consequently, the ethical commitment to confidentiality directly enhanced the 

authenticity, richness, and trustworthiness of the data collected. 
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4.8. The Dual Role of Researcher and Employee at the QA Agency 

 

One of the most significant ethical challenges in this study arose from the dual role of the 

researcher as both an academic scholar and a long-standing employee of NAKVIS. This 

embedded position provided distinct advantages, such as privileged access to various 

stakeholders involved in the preliminary study, semi-structured interviews, and the national 

case study, as well as pre-existing trust with key participants. However, this proximity also 

introduced potential risks to the objectivity, credibility, and perceived impartiality of the 

research. Addressing these risks required a sustained commitment to reflexivity, transparency, 

and methodological rigor throughout the research process (Sikes and Potts, 2008; Floyd and 

Arthur, 2012). This dual position presented ethical and methodological challenges, including 

concerns related to power dynamics, insider bias, and perceived expectations of loyalty to the 

organisation. To proactively address these issues, transparency was prioritised at every stage of 

the research. All participants were clearly informed of the researcher’s dual role, both as a staff 

member and as an independent academic conducting doctoral research. This disclosure was 

critical for building trust, managing expectations, and establishing clear boundaries between 

professional responsibilities and scholarly inquiry. 

 

Beyond formal separation, continuous reflexivity was maintained throughout the research 

process. As noted by Berger (2015), reflexivity is a key element in insider research, enabling 

the researcher to critically consider their positionality, underlying assumptions, and potential 

sources of bias. A research journal was kept to document reflections on the dual role, decisions 

made during fieldwork, and possible interpretive dilemmas. This practice supported sustained 

awareness of how institutional knowledge might influence the formulation of research 

questions, interactions with participants, and data analysis. Berger further notes that a 

researcher’s social position – such as gender, age, race, immigration status, sexual orientation 

– as well as personal experiences and political or professional beliefs, can shape the practice 

and experience of reflexivity. Given its importance as a strategy for quality control in qualitative 

research, it is essential to consider how these characteristics and experiences may affect the 

researcher’s interpretations and engagement in the field. 

 

Moreover, efforts were made to counterbalance institutional embeddedness through 

methodological transparency and triangulation. Data collection instruments were standardised 

and applied consistently across all cases and regions. Coding procedures adhered to systematic 

and reproducible protocols, while analytical findings were triangulated using multiple sources 

– including interview data, questionnaire responses, and document analysis – to reduce the 

influence of any single perspective. Where relevant, instances in which institutional familiarity 

may have shaped the interpretation of findings were explicitly disclosed in the dissertation, 

thereby upholding principles of transparency and academic integrity. 
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4.9. Cultural Sensitivity and Political Context 

 

Given the transnational scope of this research – encompassing countries from the European 

Union, the Western Balkans, and Eastern Partnership regions – cultural sensitivity was treated 

as a fundamental ethical imperative. Concepts such as institutional independence, autonomy, 

and accountability were recognised as socially constructed and embedded within distinct 

political histories, legal traditions, and societal expectations, rather than being universally 

defined or uniformly interpreted (Hofstede, 2001). 

 

To navigate this complexity, each national and institutional context was approached with 

deliberate respect for its cultural and political distinctiveness. During interviews and survey 

implementation, attention was paid to how questions regarding political influence or structural 

independence might be perceived – particularly in contexts marked by recent democratic 

transitions, centralised governance traditions, market-driven approaches to QA, or ongoing 

political volatility. It was recognised that even the language used to frame issues of autonomy 

and accountability could carry different connotations across cultural boundaries. Accordingly, 

communication styles were adapted, key terms clarified, and prescriptive assumptions that 

could reflect ethnocentric or Western-centric biases were avoided. 

 

Nevertheless, the literature also identifies situations in which accidental disclosures have 

occurred. Researchers have reported using various strategies to protect participant 

confidentiality during dissemination, including omitting sensitive data or altering key 

identifying characteristics. These measures, while ethically motivated, raise important 

questions about the integrity of the data and the dynamics of trust between researchers and 

participants (Wiles et al., 2008). Balancing transparency with protection remains a central 

ethical tension in qualitative research, particularly in politically sensitive environments. 

 

Multilingual proficiency in Slovenian, English, and Serbo-Croatian played a crucial role in 

enabling culturally sensitive engagement. Interviews were conducted in the preferred language 

of each participant, which helped build trust, reduce linguistic barriers, and more accurately 

capture the nuances of participants’ perspectives. This linguistic flexibility significantly 

contributed to the depth and authenticity of the data collected, particularly in politically 

complex or emotionally charged discussions. 

 

Cultural sensitivity in this study was not merely treated as an ethical obligation but recognised 

as a methodological necessity. By respecting national contexts, adapting to participants’ 

realities, and safeguarding their identities, efforts were made to ensure that the research 

remained inclusive, respectful, and attentive to the diverse ways in which QA agency 

independence is lived and experienced across the EHEA.  
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4.10. Transparency, Integrity, and the Sharing of Results 

 

Throughout the research process, the principles of academic integrity, transparency, and ethical 

accountability were consistently upheld. To ensure transparency, each stage of the research 

process – from data collection to analysis – was documented with methodological precision. 

All data sources (e.g., interviews, surveys, ENQA reports) were properly cited in accordance 

with recognised academic conventions. In the reporting of findings, care was taken to accurately 

represent participants’ perspectives, avoiding selective interpretation or exaggeration of claims. 

As Tracy (2010) emphasises, methodological transparency serves as a cornerstone of qualitative 

rigor, fostering both trustworthiness and replicability. 

 

The limitations of the study were openly acknowledged, including challenges associated with 

the researcher’s dual role, the sensitivity of the research topic, and the limited generalisability 

of quantitative findings due to the relatively small sample size in the survey components. By 

making these constraints explicit, the study sought to reinforce the ethical stance that knowledge 

production should remain honest, self-reflective, and open to scrutiny. As noted by Finlay 

(2002), Guillemin and Gillam (2004), and Tracy (2010), the process of reflexivity involves 

navigating ambiguity and complexity as researchers engage in ongoing self-analysis, self-

disclosure, and critical reflection on their positionality. 

 

In cases where findings were sufficiently developed, they were shared with selected participants 

and key stakeholders – particularly within the Slovenian context. This feedback loop enabled 

participants to comment on the accuracy of representations and interpretations, thereby 

enhancing both the ethical validity and the empirical robustness of the study. Such member-

checking processes are widely recognised in qualitative research as effective tools for 

increasing the credibility of findings. As Birt et al. (2016) emphasise, the trustworthiness of 

results is the bedrock of high-quality qualitative research. 

 

Moreover, the decision to anonymise country and agency identifiers in sensitive contexts was 

not only an ethical safeguard but also a reflection of my broader commitment to institutional 

respect and responsible knowledge dissemination. Rather than exposing potential 

vulnerabilities, the research seeks to inform policy and practice in a constructive manner –

highlighting challenges without attributing blame and offering insights without compromising 

institutional reputations. 

 

Transparency and integrity were not limited to the technical dimensions of research design and 

reporting but were embedded throughout the overarching ethos of the dissertation. By adopting 

a reflective, participatory, and ethically conscious approach, the study sought to contribute 

meaningfully to scholarly and professional discourses on QA agency independence, while 

upholding the dignity and trust of those who generously shared their knowledge and experience. 
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4.11. Research Assumptions 

 

In conducting this study, it was acknowledged that any empirical inquiry into the topic –

particularly across diverse political, legal, and cultural systems – rests on several foundational 

assumptions. Given the complexity of quality assurance governance and its embeddedness in 

national policy frameworks, such assumptions were necessary to establish the analytical 

boundaries of the research and to clarify its interpretive stance. They provided a conceptual 

anchor for navigating the inherent variability of QA systems across the EHEA, where formal 

structures often coexist with informal norms, historical legacies, and evolving political realities. 

Accordingly, these assumptions shaped the overall scope of the study, informed the design of 

data collection instruments, and guided both the analysis and interpretation of the findings. 

 

First, it is assumed that external QA agencies play a central role in upholding the credibility, 

trustworthiness, and integrity of higher education systems within the EHEA. This assumption 

aligns with the normative expectations embedded in the Bologna Process and the ESG (2015), 

which position QA agencies as independent arbiters of quality, essential for protecting the 

public interest and ensuring institutional accountability. In this sense, QA agencies are not 

merely technical evaluators but also key actors in sustaining the legitimacy of the higher 

education system as a whole. Their independence and authority thus serve both a regulatory 

function and a symbolic one, signalling to stakeholders that QA rests on impartial judgment 

rather than political or institutional convenience. 

 

Second, it is assumed that stakeholders’ perceptions of agency independence are shaped by their 

institutional roles and cultural backgrounds. For example, agency leaders, experts, and ministry 

officials may offer divergent views on what constitutes legitimate autonomy or undue 

interference. These perceptions are also influenced by national political cultures, institutional 

histories, and levels of trust in public institutions, as suggested by prior comparative research 

on public sector governance (Van Vught and Westerheijden, 2010; Demšar, 2024). 

Understanding these varied perspectives is essential, since they directly affect how 

independence is interpreted, enacted, and contested in practice. 

 

Third, it is assumed that regional context matters. The research encompassed ten countries from 

three distinct regional clusters – EU Member States (e.g., Slovenia and three others), Western 

Balkan states (non-EU, post-socialist systems, three countries), and Eastern Partnership 

countries (non-EU, transition and post-authoritarian systems, three countries). Each of these 

regions is expected to present context-specific challenges to QA agency independence, ranging 

from ministerial influence and legal instability to underdeveloped quality cultures. This 

assumption underscores the rationale for adopting a comparative, multi-level research design, 

enabling the study to capture both commonalities and divergences across regions. 

 

Fourth, it is assumed that international organisations such as ENQA, EQAR, CEENQA, and 

ECA play a critical role in shaping national QA systems, particularly by promoting shared 
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norms, facilitating mutual recognition, and encouraging convergence with ESG standards. 

Although these organisations do not possess formal enforcement powers, they exert significant 

normative and symbolic influence over how national agencies define and enact independence. 

Huisman and Westerheijden (2010) observe that most of the visible achievements are at the 

supranational level: the development of the ESG, the launch of the ENQA, and the 

establishment of the EQAR. 

 

Fifth, it is assumed that the data collected through interviews and surveys – although limited in 

scale – are sufficient to identify meaningful patterns and provide insights into how QA agency 

independence is conceptualised and exercised. Specifically, triangulating perceptions from 

experts, decision-makers, and agency leadership is expected to reveal systemic strengths, 

vulnerabilities, and reform needs. It is acknowledged, however, that the quantitative component 

(with fewer than 100 participants) functions primarily as an orientational and interpretive lens 

rather than as a basis for statistical generalisation. 

 

Sixth, it is assumed that all interpretations of independence are, to some extent, socially 

constructed and shaped by language, discourse, and positionality. Respondents articulate their 

experiences within institutional narratives and normative frameworks that define what 

“independence” signifies in their specific political and organisational settings. These meanings 

are neither fixed nor universal but are mediated through professional identities, historical 

legacies, and power relations within higher education systems. Recognising this interpretive 

dimension underscores the need for reflexivity in analysing qualitative data and for caution 

when comparing contexts where vocabularies, values, and reference points may differ 

substantially. It also highlights that the study’s findings capture situated understandings of 

independence – constructed through dialogue and interpretation – rather than objective or 

context-free truths. 

 

Finally, it is assumed that the researcher’s insider position within one national QA agency 

(NAKVIS) enriches the study by providing deep contextual knowledge, while simultaneously 

necessitating conscious reflexivity and transparency to mitigate potential bias. This assumption 

informed the implementation of safeguards designed to separate the researcher’s professional 

role from the independent academic inquiry. At the same time, the insider perspective is 

understood as a valuable resource for accessing nuanced insights that might remain hidden to 

external observers. 

 

In summary, these assumptions collectively frame the study as a reflexive, context-sensitive 

exploration of how independence is constructed, experienced, and sustained within European 

QA systems. They serve not as fixed truths but as interpretive lenses through which empirical 

data are examined, allowing the research to move beyond normative definitions and engage 

with the lived realities of governance, trust, and professionalism in higher education quality 

assurance. 
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4.12. Research Limitations 

 

While this dissertation was designed to offer a comparative and empirically grounded research 

into the topic of research, it was recognised that several limitations inevitably shaped the scope, 

depth, and generalisability of my findings. Acknowledging these limitations is essential to 

maintaining transparency, methodological integrity, and appropriate contextualisation of the 

conclusions presented. 

 

The sensitive nature of the research topic was accompanied by inherent challenges regarding 

data access and disclosure. The notion of agency independence – particularly in countries with 

centralised governance traditions or transitional political regimes – has often been contested 

and delicately framed. In such contexts, hesitation to engage in open dialogue was shown by 

some QA agencies and individual stakeholders, especially in relation to internal governance 

structures, political interference, or informal pressures. Despite full anonymity being ensured 

and ethical safeguards being applied, certain forms of self-censorship or cautious framing may 

nevertheless have limited the depth and candour of some contributions, particularly in countries 

with a single QA agency or those where agency – state relations remain politically sensitive. 

Such challenges are not unusual in politically sensitive research environments, where implicit 

language may be employed or controversial topics avoided altogether (Gobo, 2011). 

 

In addition, the richness and analytical value of the interviews varied considerably. Some 

interviews proved significantly more informative and conceptually generative than others – 

often due to the interviewees’ professional background, institutional role, and willingness to 

reflect critically on complex issues. Linguistic competence also played a role: interviews 

conducted in English with non-native speakers occasionally suffered from reduced clarity or 

lexical limitations, which may have constrained the depth of analysis. These asymmetries do 

not invalidate the findings but highlight the situated and contingent nature of qualitative data 

production in cross-national research. 

 

The empirical scope of this study was shaped by time, access, and resource constraints. While 

the research includes data from ten countries across three strategically selected regions – EU 

Member States, the Western Balkans, and Eastern Partnership countries – it necessarily 

excludes other potentially informative national contexts, such as those in the Baltics. Although 

the selected regions offered sufficient diversity for cross-contextual analysis, the inclusion of 

additional cases could have further enriched the comparative insights and provided a more 

comprehensive panorama of the EHEA landscape. 

 

The study’s methodological orientation presents its own limitations. The research primarily 

relied on qualitative techniques, such as semi-structured interviews and mixed-format 

questionnaires. While these methods are well suited to capturing the interpretative and context-

sensitive nature of QA agency independence, they are inherently subjective and dependent on 

participant perspectives. As Denzin and Lincoln (2008, 2011) note, such subjectivity is not a 
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flaw but a defining feature of qualitative inquiry, which relies on meaning-making rather than 

measurement. To mitigate these risks, systematic coding, reflexivity, and triangulation was 

employed. Nevertheless, it was acknowledged that participant responses – particularly 

concerning politically or professionally sensitive topics – may reflect individual positionalities, 

institutional interests, or varying levels of familiarity with the topic. 

 

Although the preliminary research offers valuable insights into the independence of QA 

agencies across the EHEA, it is subject to several limitations that shape how its findings should 

be interpreted. Reliance on survey responses from individuals across different levels of QA 

agencies enriched the diversity of perspectives but also introduced variability in how key 

concepts, such as independence or political influence, were understood. Respondents’ views 

were influenced by their positions within the agency and their exposure to external actors, 

which may have affected the internal consistency of responses across institutions and countries. 

As the study is grounded largely in self-reported data, it remains vulnerable to social desirability 

bias, with agencies potentially presenting themselves as more autonomous than they are in 

practice – an issue only partly mitigated through triangulation with documents and secondary 

sources. 

 

While the findings from the Slovenian national case study were notably positive – highlighting 

strong governance safeguards, transparent procedures, and a mature quality culture – it is 

recognised that such results may also reflect the agency’s internal coherence and its established 

reputation within the national higher education system. Respondents’ proximity to the agency, 

shared professional values, and a prevailing culture of trust could have contributed to more 

favourable perceptions of independence and integrity. These elements do not diminish the 

validity of the findings but suggest that they should be interpreted as contextually grounded 

rather than universally generalisable. 

 

Similarly, the methodological approach of the CEENQ survey carries further constraints related 

to scope and representativeness. While participation achieved broad geographical coverage, 

uneven distribution across regions and the limited attention to differences between public and 

private agencies may have skewed results. The high numerical scores may also reflect 

subjective loyalty or positive experiences rather than systemic safeguards. Finally, the study’s 

analytical focus within the preliminary research was directed mainly at political and ministerial 

influence, leaving other factors such as economic dependencies, stakeholder accountability, and 

public legitimacy less explored. Future research should therefore adopt a broader, multi-

stakeholder lens that incorporates universities, students, employers, and civil society 

organisations in order to provide a more holistic understanding of QA agency independence. 

 

Additionally, the quantitative elements of the survey – particularly in Slovenia and CEENQA – 

were based on relatively small samples, each with fewer than 100 participants. For this reason, 

the statistical analyses applied were kept intentionally descriptive and limited in complexity. 

This approach aligns with Maxwell’s (2013) argument that qualitative and mixed-methods 



67 

 

research often aims for analytical rather than statistical generalisation, seeking to deepen 

understanding rather than predict outcome. The aim was not to achieve statistical generalisation, 

but rather to offer a general overview of stakeholder perceptions that could be interpreted in 

conjunction with the richer qualitative findings. This methodological design reflects the broader 

interpretivist framework guiding the study. 

 

The ENQA review documents also presented challenges. While these documents were critical 

for mapping the formal and legal dimensions of agency independence, they could not always 

capture the informal, relational, or political dimensions that often underpin decision-making 

processes. In some cases, a lack of publicly available documentation limited the extent to which 

official policies could be contextualised within actual agency practice. Moreover, self-

evaluation reports and external reviews tend to reflect institutional self-presentation and 

compliance narratives, which, while valuable, may understate tensions or vulnerabilities 

experienced in practice. Consequently, triangulating these materials with interview data and 

survey findings was essential to reveal discrepancies between formal structures and lived 

realities of independence. 

 

Language and translation also posed subtle, yet meaningful, limitations. Interviews were 

conducted in three languages – Slovenian, English, and Serbo-Croatian – depending on the 

preference of the interviewee. As a fluent speaker of all three, the researcher were able to ensure 

consistency in communication and comprehension. However, during transcription and thematic 

analysis, online tools – including AI-supported transcription services such as ChatGPT – were 

partially relied upon to enhance efficiency. While this decision was necessary due to time 

constraints, awareness was maintained regarding the potential loss or alteration of interpretive 

nuance, especially for idiomatic or culturally embedded expressions. 

 

The integration of AI tools, particularly ChatGPT, in various stages of the research process –

such as language refinement, transcription assistance, literature search guidance, and analytical 

brainstorming—proved valuable in improving efficiency and clarity. However, several 

limitations must be acknowledged. First, AI-generated content is based on probabilistic 

language models trained on pre-existing data, and therefore lacks genuine understanding, 

contextual sensitivity, or source verification. While ChatGPT supported initial structuring or 

clarification of complex ideas, all outputs required critical validation and cross-referencing with 

primary academic sources. Second, the tool is not a substitute for domain expertise: it cannot 

replace human judgment in interpreting interview data, identifying nuanced patterns, or making 

epistemologically grounded decisions. Third, data privacy was carefully managed—interview 

transcripts and sensitive information were processed locally and uploaded to third-party servers, 

in accordance with ethical standards. Nevertheless, it is recognised that the use of AI tools 

always carries a minimal residual risk of inadvertent error, misrepresentation, or unintended 

disclosure, even when strong safeguards are in place. Finaly, reliance on AI for linguistic tasks 

was balanced against the risk of stylistic homogenisation or inadvertent dilution of the 
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researcher’s authentic academic voice. These limitations underscore the importance of treating 

AI as a complementary assistant, rather than a methodological authority. 

 

Finally, the dual role of being both a researcher and an employee of NAKVIS, as mentioned 

several times in this dissertation, represented a significant ethical and epistemological 

consideration. While this position provided unique access and contextual insight, it also entailed 

risks related to role conflict, interpretive bias, and institutional proximity. As Berger (2015) 

notes, such dual roles in insider research can complicate objectivity and heighten the need for 

reflexive practice. Throughout the research, reflexive strategies – including journaling, external 

validation, and clear role delineation – were employed to address these risks and to maintain a 

rigorous boundary between academic and professional responsibilities. Where appropriate, 

these positional aspects were explicitly acknowledged in the presentation and interpretation of 

findings. 

 

Despite the limitations outlined above, several mitigation measures were implemented to 

uphold the credibility and integrity of the research. These included ensuring participant 

anonymity, maintaining reflexivity to address potential and insider biases, triangulating data 

sources to enhance validity, and being transparent about the dual role of researcher and 

practitioner. Although such measures cannot entirely eliminate the constraints inherent in 

qualitative and cross-national research, they substantially reduced their impact and strengthened 

the overall trustworthiness of the findings. 

 

To counteract the sensitivity of the research topic and the risk of participant self-censorship, all 

interviews and survey responses were anonymised, with identifying details carefully removed 

or paraphrased. This not only encouraged openness but also safeguarded participants against 

potential institutional or political repercussions. Linguistic and translation challenges were 

mitigated through multilingual proficiency, iterative transcript verification, and manual checks 

of AI-assisted transcriptions, which preserved cultural nuance and semantic precision across 

Slovenian, English, and Serbo-Croatian data. Methodological limitations were further 

addressed through triangulation: insights from interviews, surveys, and ENQA reports were 

systematically compared, allowing convergences and divergences to emerge rather than relying 

on a single data source.  

 

The limitations of small survey samples were explicitly acknowledged, with quantitative results 

treated as descriptive rather than generalisable, and integrated carefully with the richer 

qualitative evidence. Finally, to mitigate risks associated with the use of AI tools, all AI outputs 

were treated as provisional drafts, subject to manual verification, contextual correction, and 

alignment with the researcher’s academic voice. In addition, documentation of AI-assisted steps 

was maintained to ensure reproducibility and accountability. Particular attention was given to 

preserving data integrity and ensuring that AI support enhanced rather than altered the substance 

of the original material. 
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Table below summarises the overall research methodology, outlining the key components, 

purposes, approaches, data sources, and rationales underpinning the study. It provides an 

integrated overview of how the methodological design aligns with the research aims and 

questions, illustrating the coherence between philosophical assumptions, research strategy, data 

collection methods, and ethical safeguards. 

 

Table 4.1: Summary of Research Methodology 

Component Purpose 
Approach / 

Method 

Scope and 

Data Sources 
Justification / Rationale 

Research 

design context 

Position 

methodology 

within research 

aims and 

questions 

Framing of key 

questions on 

determinants, 

perceptions, and 

dimensions of QA 

agency 

independence 

Anchored in 

prior 

conceptual 

chapters 

Ensures methodological 

choices are aligned with 

overall research objectives 

Philosophical 

Underpinnings 

Establish 

epistemological 

foundation 

Interpretivist–

constructivist 

paradigm; 

inductive 

reasoning; 

reflexivity 

Grounded in 

qualitative 

inquiry 

traditions 

(Guba and 

Lincoln; 

Schwandt; 

Creswell) 

Captures socially 

constructed, context-

sensitive nature of 

independence 

Research 

Design and 

Strategy 

Provide overall 

design structure 

Qualitative, multi-

level, 

comparative,  

national case 

study; 

triangulation 

National case 

(Slovenia), 10 -

country 

comparison, 

system-level 

organisations 

Balances depth (Slovenia) 

with breadth (comparative 

clusters); ensures multi-

perspective validity 

International 

Comparative 

Component 

Situate national 

findings in wider 

context 

Preliminary 

research, ENQA 

report analysis, 

interviews 

28 QA 

agencies; 

ENQA ESG 3.3 

reviews; agency 

leaders in 3 

clusters 

Identifies 

convergences/divergences 

across EU, Western 

Balkans, Eastern 

Partnership 

National Case 

Study – 

Slovenia 

Provide in-

depth, context-

specific insight 

Survey and  

interviews with 

NAKVIS 

stakeholders 

Experts, 

Council 

members, 

Appeal, 

Committee, 

experts 

Insider knowledge enhances 

contextual interpretation; 

contrasts with international 

findings 



70 

 

Component Purpose 
Approach / 

Method 

Scope and 

Data Sources 
Justification / Rationale 

Comparative 

Research 

Design 

Capture regional 

variation 

Case studies in 10 

countries; cross-

national sampling 

EU MS, 

Western 

Balkans, 

Eastern 

Partnership 

Highlights impact of 

governance traditions, 

political legacies, EU 

integration 

Methods and 

Triangulation 

Strengthen 

validity and 

robustness 

Mixed methods: 

document 

analysis, semi-

structured 

interviews, 

surveys 

Literature, 

ENQA reports, 

national and 

cross-national 

stakeholders 

Multiple data sources 

reduce bias and enhance 

credibility  

Data Analysis 

Interpret 

empirical 

material 

Thematic coding 

(inductive + 

deductive); 

triangulation; AI-

assistant 

Transcripts, 

survey 

responses, 

ENQA reports 

Combines conceptual 

framework with emergent 

themes; AI used under strict 

human verification 

Ethical 

Considerations 

Protect 

participants and 

ensure integrity 

Informed consent, 

confidentiality, 

anonymisation, 

reflexivity 

Multi-country 

QA agencies; 

insider–outsider 

role 

management 

Addresses vulnerability in 

politicised environments; 

safeguards credibility and 

trust 

Research 

Assumptions 

Make 

epistemological 

commitments 

explicit 

Articulated 

guiding 

assumptions 

Based on 

Bologna/ESG 

norms, 

governance 

theories, insider 

positionality 

Clarifies conceptual 

foundations, ensures 

transparency in 

interpretation 

Research 

Limitations 

Acknowledge 

boundaries of 

study 

Critical reflection 

on scope, 

sensitivity, data, 

and tools 

10 countries, 

small survey 

samples, ENQA 

docs, AI 

support 

Transparency about 

constraints; strengthens 

credibility and reflexivity 

Mitigation 

Measures 

Address risks 

and constraints 

Anonymisation, 

reflexivity, 

triangulation, 

transparent 

reporting, AI 

verification 

Applied across 

all stages of 

design, data 

collection, and 

analysis 

Minimises risks while 

preserving contextual 

richness and ethical 

robustness 
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4.13. Conclusion 

 

This chapter has outlined the methodological foundations of the research, which was designed 

to examine the independence of QA agencies within the EHEA. The research design of this 

PhD study is based on two mutually reinforcing components: an international comparative 

analysis and a national-level case study centred on Slovenia.  In light of the complex,  sensitive, 

and multidimensional nature of the concept of institutional independence, a qualitative, multi-

method strategy rooted in the interpretivist paradigm was adopted. This approach enabled an 

examination not only of the formal legal frameworks governing QA agency independence but 

also of the informal norms, stakeholder perceptions, and organisational cultures that shape its 

real-world enactment. 

 

At the heart of this methodology was a commitment to triangulation and comparative inquiry 

(Denzin and Lincoln, 2008; 2011). A sequential research design was employed, beginning with 

a preliminary research that served to refine the conceptual framework and to identify the core 

dimensions of independence. This was followed by an analysis of ENQA review reports, semi-

structured interviews with agency leadership and European-level stakeholders, and a targeted 

surveys within the national case study involving Slovenian experts, Council members, and 

Appeal Committee representatives. Each of these empirical components contributed 

complementary insights, enabling the development of a multi-layered understanding of QA 

agency independence across different governance traditions and institutional contexts. 

 

Special attention was given to the ethical, cultural, and linguistic dimensions of conducting 

research in politically diverse and sometimes sensitive environments (West and Schill, 2022). 

Informed consent was obtained, confidentiality was safeguarded, and critical reflection was 

maintained on the dual role of the researcher as both an academic and an employee of NAKVIS. 

Interviews were conducted in Slovenian, English, and Serbo-Croatian, with transcription 

carried out through a combination of manual review and digital tools, including AI-assisted 

transcription, to ensure both accuracy and analytical depth. 

 

In the analysis of the data, thematic content analysis was employed for the qualitative material 

(Braun and Clarke, 2006). Coding was conducted in iterative cycles, guided by both theoretical 

categories and emergent themes from the data. This process enabled the development of 

analytical categories that captured both structural determinants and lived experiences of QA 

agency independence. To enhance validity, constant comparison across cases was applied to 

refine categories and ensure coherence, while reflexivity was maintained throughout the process 

to strengthen trustworthiness (Guba and Lincoln, 1994). 

 

The limitations of the research have also been acknowledged, including challenges related to 

the regional scope, potential language-related interpretation issues, the use of AI, and the 

positionality associated with the researcher’s institutional affiliation. Rather than undermining 

the study’s validity, these limitations underscore the need for careful interpretation and reinforce 
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the transparency and reflexivity that underpin the research design. Taken together, the 

methodological decisions documented in this chapter have laid the foundation for the empirical 

analyses that follow. They support the broader aim: to contribute to scholarly and understanding 

of how QA agencies navigate the tension between formal independence and contextual realities, 

and how independence in higher education QA is both shaped and challenged by institutional, 

political, and cultural forces. 
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5. PRELIMINARY EVIDENCE ON QA AGENCY INDEPENDENCE 

 

5.1. Introduction 

 

This chapter presents preliminary research conducted in collaboration with NAKVIS and 

CEENQA. Between 2021 and 2022, a total of 28 QA agencies participated in the research study 

through a survey with open-ended questions, representing a heterogeneous mix of institutional 

types – from public QA agencies to more autonomous or privately governed agencies operating 

with greater regulatory distance. The research therefore captured both larger, well-established 

organisations and smaller, resource-constrained agencies, allowing for meaningful comparisons 

across diverse institutional realities. The second part of the chapter presents the findings of a 

follow up survey carried out in collaboration with CEENQA in 2024, which further enriched 

the analysis by combining quantitative indicators with qualitative insights from agency leaders 

and staff. 

 

This exploratory phase serves as a foundation for the broader data-driven research by offering 

a structured assessment of how governance structures, regulatory frameworks, and political 

contexts shape and constrain the autonomy of QA agencies across Europe. By situating agency 

practices within both national and regional traditions, the preliminary study highlights how 

formal guarantees of independence may be reinforced – or undermined – by cultural norms, 

funding arrangements, and political expectations. Beyond establishing a comparative baseline, 

this phase also provides an early indication of recurring challenges and potential good practices 

that are further examined in later stages of the dissertation. It thereby serves not only as a 

diagnostic overview but also as a methodological bridge, informing the selection of case 

studies, interview protocols, and thematic categories used in the core comparative research. 

 

5.2. International preliminary research across EHEA 

 

The objective of this preliminary analysis was to identify the key institutional, procedural, and 

political determinants influencing agency independence and to compare governance practices 

across countries with differing degrees of institutional maturity and political centralisation. 

Special attention was given to how political accountability mechanisms intersect with 

regulatory governance, as highlighted by Jordana et al. (2015), who note the “challenges of 

political accountability for the actors and institutions involved in regulatory governance” (p. 3). 

 

For the purposes of this preliminary research through a survey with open-ended questions, 

specific thematic areas were deliberately selected to enable a focused and analytically 

meaningful exploration of regulatory independence in QA agencies, To this end, the research 

focused on five analytically distinct yet interrelated dimensions of regulatory independence: (1) 

the procedures for appointing the chief executive or director of the agency; (2) the agency’s 

authority to develop accreditation and evaluation criteria; (3) the selection and appointment of 

external experts; (4) the final decision-making authority concerning accreditation outcomes; 
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and (5) the existence and structure of appeal mechanisms. These dimensions reflect the 

multidimensional conceptualisations proposed in recent scholarship, including the governance-

focused framework introduced by Demšar (2022, 2024), and are consistent with the 

accountability and autonomy tensions identified in OECD and ENQA analyses. 

 

The preliminary research adopted a dynamic view of independence – one that acknowledges 

the complex interplay between law and practice, structure and perception, autonomy and 

accountability. As noted by Jordana, Bianculli, and Fernández-i-Marín (2015), addressing the 

relationship between agencies’ independence and accountability has emerged as a major 

challenge in the broader field of regulatory governance. This tension is particularly salient in 

the EHEA, where QA agencies are expected to operate with institutional autonomy while 

remaining accountable to multiple public and political constituencies. Accordingly, the analysis 

centres on five operational dimensions mentioned above. These dimensions serve as both 

analytical categories and normative indicators of independence of QA agencies. 

 

This discrepancy is especially pronounced in more centralised systems or those with a legacy 

of strong political control, where autonomy exists largely on paper but remains constrained in 

practice (Gilardi, 2008; Stensaker, 2014). By mapping the variation across these five domains, 

a framework that enables not only cross-national comparison, but also institutional self-

assessment was proposed. As Guidi (2016) underscores a regulatory agency is independent 

from politics if it can carry out its activity without interference from politics – a condition that 

is often aspirational rather than realised. In this light, the findings of this preliminary research 

already reveal considerable divergence between agencies operating under strong legal 

safeguards and those embedded in politicised administrative structures. While the idea of 

political independence carries strong normative and symbolic force, its operational reality is a 

much more complex issue (Gregory, 2015). This distinction reinforces the need to treat 

independence not merely as a legal status, but as a process shaped by context, agency culture, 

and stakeholder perceptions.  

 

This chapter thus functions both as a diagnostic tool and as a conceptual framework. It provides 

a foundational lens for the subsequent empirical phases of this dissertation, including in-depth 

case studies, semi-structured interviews, and cross-stakeholder surveys. The findings are 

consistent with the normative claims of ENQA (2015), which stresses that “autonomous and 

credible QA agencies are essential for mutual recognition, cross-border trust, and comparability 

of qualifications,” and they echo the arguments of Demšar, Jordana, and Gilardi who call for 

bridging the conceptual divide between formal accountability frameworks and the realities of 

agency operation. It is precisely in this tension – between regulation and practice – that the 

complexity of independence in QA becomes visible and analytically meaningful. 
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5.3. Methodological Rationale and Design of the Preliminary Research 

 

In designing the preliminary phase of this research, it was recognized that studying the 

independence of QA agencies required a methodologically strategic and structured approach. 

The study was conducted in close collaboration with the NAKVIS and the CEENQA. These 

partnerships proved invaluable in facilitating access to an extensive and diverse network of 

agencies across the EHEA, enabling not only broad distribution of the survey instrument but 

also effective follow-up and engagement with potential respondents. In total, 28 QA agencies 

participated in the study, representing a heterogeneous mix of institutional types – from state-

affiliated public bodies to more autonomous or privately governed agencies. Respondents were 

intentionally selected from multiple organizational levels, including executive leadership, 

middle management, and operational staff. This deliberate stratification enabled the capture of 

a range of internal perspectives and facilitated a deeper understanding of how independence is 

experienced not only at the top levels of governance but also in daily procedural practice. 

 

A survey-based mixed-methods design was selected in order to capture both quantifiable 

indicators and context-specific narratives of agency autonomy. As Creswell and Plano Clark 

(2023) argue, mixed-methods approaches are particularly well-suited for complex governance 

research, where formal structures and subjective experiences interact in layered and sometimes 

contradictory ways. The aim was not only to examine whether formal independence exists, but 

also to explore how it is enacted, perceived, and potentially constrained in practice. To this end, 

a structured questionnaire was developed based on five core dimensions of agency 

independence. While the conceptual framework was refined in consultation with Dr Franci 

Demšar – former president of CEENQA and director of NAKVIS – the design and application 

of the questionnaire were developed independently as part of the original research. The selected 

dimensions and categorisation were developed for this survey and included: (1) the appointment 

of executive leadership, (2) the development of evaluation criteria, (3) the selection of external 

experts, (4) the final decision-making authority in QA procedures, and (5) the structure and 

autonomy of appeal mechanisms. These dimensions were chosen not only for their empirical 

relevance but also because they align closely with Standard 3.3 of the ESG, which articulates 

the normative expectations for QA agency independence (ENQA, 2015). 

 

The analysis employed a structured survey incorporating open-ended questions, combining 

quantitative and qualitative strands in line with established methodological approaches (Plano 

Clark, 2017; Tashakkori and Teddlie, 2010). The quantitative items enabled systematic cross-

agency and cross-country comparisons, while the open-ended responses provided insights into 

the contextual particularities and cultural nuances that often lie beneath formal structures. This 

approach follows the recommendations of Johnson, Onwuegbuzie, and Turner (2007), who 

advocate for the integration of numeric and narrative data to enhance both explanatory power 

and interpretive depth. Data collection was carried out between 2021 and June 2022. The 

sample included agencies affiliated with CEENQA and ENQA, as well as several agencies 

operating outside formal regional networks. Participants held diverse roles, ranging from 
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directors and heads of departments to accreditation officers and international relations staff. By 

incorporating perspectives from different institutional levels and functional areas, the study was 

able to triangulate the findings and mitigate role-based bias in the interpretation of agency 

independence. 

 

The analysis process unfolded in several iterative stages. First, the quantitative data were 

processed to identify patterns across the five dimensions of independence. Second, the open-

ended responses were subjected to thematic content analysis, following Saldaña’s (2021) 

guidelines for first- and second-cycle coding. This approach facilitated the recognition of 

emergent themes and supported the interpretation of narratives in a systematic yet context-

sensitive manner. Finally, the survey findings were cross-referenced with secondary data 

sources, including national legislation, agency self-assessment reports, and ENQA panel review 

documents. This triangulation strategy contributed to validating the internal consistency of the 

data and situating agency self-perceptions within broader structural and policy frameworks. 

 

5.4. Operationalising Independence: A Five-Dimensional Model 

 

To evaluate the degree of agency independence, the study introduced a four-point scale (ranging 

from 1 = Compliant/Independent to 4 = Non-Compliant/Dependent), which was applied 

uniformly across five dimensions. This instrument served both to create individual profiles of 

agencies and to enable systematic cross-country comparison. The same categorisation scheme 

was also employed to thematically classify open-ended responses for each agency, supporting 

qualitative interpretation while simultaneously offering a basic quantitative overview. While 

the scale was not designed as a statistically rigorous measurement tool, it nevertheless provided 

an indicative picture of how often agencies located themselves within each category, thereby 

enriching the more detailed narrative analysis. These dimensions – appointment of the chief 

executive, criteria development, expert selection, decision-making authority, and appeal 

procedures—were selected based on their alignment with Standard 3.3 of ESG (ENQA, 2015), 

which outlines normative expectations for agency independence. In addition, the model draws 

on existing literature that examines the interplay between independence, accountability, and 

institutional responsibility in different regulatory contexts (Juanatey et al., 2021). 

 

The first dimension examined the procedures by which the chief executive of a QA agency is 

selected. This included an exploration of who holds appointment authority, whether the process 

is open or closed, and the role (if any) ministries or political bodies play in nominations or 

confirmations. Related mechanisms such as dismissal provisions, mandate duration, assigned 

competences, and accountability frameworks were also examined. These elements served as 

indicators of both formal procedural integrity and potential vulnerability to political 

interference. 

 

The second dimension concerned the development and adoption of criteria used in accreditation 

and evaluation. The focus was on whether agencies are empowered to design their own 
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methodologies and standards, or whether they must comply with externally prescribed 

frameworks. Additionally, the study examines which internal bodies are responsible for criteria 

development, how their members are appointed, and whether the agency is governed by a 

bespoke legal act or by general higher education legislation. This provided insight into the 

extent to which agencies possess epistemic and procedural autonomy over their core 

professional functions. 

 

The third dimension addressed the selection of experts involved in accreditation processes. The 

analysis focused on who nominates and appoints these experts, the criteria used, and whether 

external validation (e.g., by ministries or political entities) is required. This aspect was 

particularly important, as expert selection can directly influence the integrity, impartiality, and 

credibility of QA processes. The structure and composition of the committees or bodies 

responsible for expert recruitment were also examined. 

 

The fourth dimension focused on decision-making authority – specifically, who holds the final 

say in accreditation outcomes. The composition and appointment of decision-making bodies, 

the nomination of their chairs, and whether their decisions are autonomous, advisory, or subject 

to ministerial ratification were mapped. This dimension provided critical insight into the 

procedural core of agency functioning, where formal independence may be tested in practice. 

 

The fifth dimension examined appeal mechanisms – an area often overlooked, yet essential to 

institutional legitimacy and procedural fairness. The analysis focused on whether appeal 

committees exist, who appoints their members, the authority they hold, and whether they have 

the power to overturn primary decisions. This dimension provided additional evidence on 

whether agencies are insulated from political capture or procedural arbitrariness. 

 

In order to operationalise these dimensions and enable systematic comparison, a bespoke rating 

scale and corresponding descriptive categories for assessing the level of independence of QA 

agencies were developed. The four-point scale was defined as follows: 

 

Table 5.1: Rating Scale for Independence Assessment 

Rating 

Scale 

Level of Independence Governmental/Political Influence on 

QA agencies 

1 Compliant (Independent) No dominant governmental influence 

2 Substantially Compliant (Mostly 

Independent) 

Some governmental influence present 

3 Partially Compliant (Partially 

Independent) 

Strong, indirect governmental influence 

4 Non-Compliant (Dependent) Strong and predominant governmental 

influence 
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This rating system, with categories specifically determined for the purposes of this preliminary 

study, was applied across all five dimensions for each agency. This approach enabled the 

construction of both individual profiles and aggregated indices of institutional autonomy. While 

inherently reductive, the scale facilitated cross-case comparison and allowed patterns of 

compliance and deviation to be visualised. To strengthen the robustness of the analysis, the 

results of this survey were triangulated with qualitative comments from respondents, and later 

on also the follow up survey, conducted among CEENQA members. 

 

5.5. Comparative Analysis of QA Agency Independence: Survey-Based Findings 

 

In this section, the results of the quantitative component of the preliminary study are presented. 

The analysis is based on responses collected from 28 agencies, allowing for a comparative 

mapping of trends and patterns related to institutional autonomy. Of the participating agencies, 

22 were members of the CEENQA and 14 held membership in the ENQA. Notably, 14 agencies 

were not a full member of ENQA, which enabled a comparative examination of how 

membership in international QA networks might correlate with perceived levels of 

independence. 

 

As mentioned, an overall independence indicator was constructed by aggregating the scores 

across the five core dimensions previously defined.  The resulting average score across all 

agencies was 60.7 (on a 0–100 scale), which is interpreted as indicating a moderate degree of 

institutional independence. However, within this average, considerable variation is observed 

between agencies with differing governance models and affiliations. As illustrated in Figure 5.1 

agencies belonging to ENQA consistently reported higher levels of perceived independence, 

achieving an average of 72.6 compared with 48.7 among non-member agencies. This finding 

reinforces the argument that participation in international peer-review processes and 

compliance with the ESG go beyond symbolic alignment, being substantively associated with 

greater autonomy. It thereby echoes the broader literature on the legitimising and developmental 

roles of transnational QA networks (Carvalho et al., 2024). In contrast, CEENQA members 

recorded a lower average score of 58.8, reflecting the enduring historical and political legacies 

of the region. Many of these agencies operate in post-socialist or transitional settings where 

ministerial control, legal uncertainty, and centralised policy traditions continue to shape 

institutional practices. Such an interpretation aligns with the analyses of Kohoutek et al. (2025), 

as well as Maggetti (2007) and Hanretty and Koop (2013), who point to the persistent tension 

between formal independence and informal state influence. 
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Figure 5.1: Independence Scores of QA Agencies by Country (ENQA in dark grey; non-

ENQA in grey) 

Source: Author’s own elaboration (2025). 

 

To further interrogate these patterns, the findings were compared with publicly available ENQA 

panel review reports. Notably, agencies that had undergone a successful ENQA review process 

typically received much higher independence ratings within the reports themselves (average 

92.7), compared to their self-reported independence score of 72.6 in the present study. This 

discrepancy suggests that, while ENQA review panels may emphasise compliance with formal 

structures, the instrument – intentionally designed to capture informal influence and contextual 

vulnerability – may be more sensitive to de facto limitations. A particularly illuminating subset 

of the sample consisted of six private QA agencies, which reported an exceptionally high 

average independence score of 94.3. Qualitative responses supported this figure: these agencies 

described minimal political oversight and a clear separation from state funding or ministerial 

directives. These results reinforce Gilardi’s (2002) assertion that institutional decoupling from 

political structures, when combined with stable internal resources, significantly enhances the 

operational autonomy of regulatory bodies. 

 

It is important to stress that this quantitative analysis primarily focused on formal and 

procedural indicators of independence as shown in Figure 5.2. Nevertheless, the findings from 

this stage make a critical contribution to the research questions guiding this inquiry. They 

provide an empirical basis for addressing research questions. These divergences are not 

incidental – they reflect the complexity of institutional autonomy within multi-level governance 

environments and reveal how embedded power dynamics, political context, administrative 

traditions, and stakeholder relationships can influence the operational space available to QA 

agencies. 
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Figure 5.2: Independence Scores of QA Agencies by Affiliation Group in the EHEA (ENQA 

in light grey; non-ENQA in grey) 

Source: Author’s own elaboration (2025). 

 

Taken together, the quantitative findings reveal a complex and uneven landscape of QA agency 

independence across Europe. While membership in international networks such as ENQA 

appears to correlate with stronger independence and clearer procedural safeguards, regional 

disparities and historical legacies continue to shape how independence is realised in practice. 

The moderate overall independence score suggests that formal structures alone are insufficient 

to guarantee full operational independence, particularly in systems where political or financial 

dependence persists. However, the quantitative phase – by design – offers only a partial view 

of these dynamics. As noted by numerous scholars (e.g., Bryman, 2016; Flick, 2014), 

quantitative data reveal patterns but not the meanings behind them, underscoring the need for 

qualitative insight. The next chapter therefore moves beyond measurable indicators to explore 

the lived realities behind these patterns.  

 

5.6. From Formal Independence to Operational Reality 

 

Building upon the quantitative findings presented earlier, a qualitative synthesis is offered on 

how QA agency independence is experienced in practice. This section draws primarily from 

open-ended survey responses, allowing for the interpretation of concrete, real-world examples 

of governance arrangements, procedural autonomy, and external influence. To structure this 

analysis, a four-tier typology of agency independence – ranging from independent, mostly 

independent, partially independent, to dependent – is proposed, encompassing agencies from 
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highly autonomous to significantly government-controlled bodies. This typology serves as an 

interpretive tool for mapping variations across contexts, illustrating how institutional design, 

political culture, and leadership practices interact to produce different configurations of 

independence. It was developed specifically for the purposes of this study, reflecting the 

empirical scope and conceptual focus of the collected data rather than aiming to establish a 

universal or transferable classification. 

 

5.6.1. Independent Agencies 

 

At the highest level of the typology, agencies were identified that operate within robust, legally 

autonomous frameworks, clearly demarcated from political influence. These agencies often 

benefit from transparent leadership appointment procedures, balanced governing boards, and 

independent expert selection mechanisms. Many are full members of ENQA, where ESG-

aligned practices are both externally evaluated and internally embedded. In these contexts, 

respondents consistently reported minimal interference, high trust among stakeholders, and a 

well-institutionalised culture of professional autonomy. These agencies were found to be not 

only structurally independent but also functionally resilient, a finding that echoes the normative 

benchmarks articulated in ESG Standard 3.3. 

 

In these national contexts, the agency for QA in higher education is structured in such a way 

that the government does not exert a strong or determining influence over its governance, 

operation, or decision-making. Instead, institutional safeguards and legal instruments are in 

place to ensure the agency’s independence, professionalism, and integrity, both in formal-legal 

and operational terms. The chief executive officer of the agency is nominated by a board of 

directors that is composed in a balanced and pluralistic manner. In this model, none of the 

participating stakeholders – including the government – holds a predominant position. For 

instance, only two out of nine board members may be government nominees. This distribution 

reflects a deliberate system of checks and balances designed to prevent any concentration of 

influence and to uphold the agency's autonomy. 

 

The status of the agency is explicitly defined in higher education legislation as an independent, 

non-profit organisation. This legal framework not only affirms its institutional independence 

but also prescribes its managerial structure, thereby ensuring consistency and transparency in 

internal governance. Within this legal framework, the agency’s self-assessment documents 

routinely distinguish between two dimensions of independence: organisational independence, 

as defined in formal legal terms, and operational independence, which refers to the conduct, 

management, and methodology of evaluation and accreditation procedures. This differentiation 

is essential in understanding the agency’s real capacity for autonomous action. 

 

Crucially, the agency’s financial independence is guaranteed through a dedicated budget line in 

the national budget. While this funding originates from the state, the agency retains full 
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discretion over how it is allocated and used, without requiring further approval or instruction 

from the ministry. This separation of funding and control is a key feature of de facto autonomy. 

Ethical safeguards are formalised through a comprehensive Code of Ethics, which outlines 

principles such as impartiality, integrity, confidentiality, and objectivity. To ensure that these 

principles are effectively observed in practice, the agency has established an independent Ethics 

Committee, functioning as an auxiliary unit to address concerns and monitor compliance. 

 

The legal regime governing the agency is further consolidated by an autonomous Law on QA 

in Higher Education, which provides a statutory basis for the agency’s functioning, beyond the 

direct remit of general administrative or ministerial law. This reinforces its legal identity and 

protects it from undue political or sectoral interference. The agency independently defines the 

standards and criteria for its own quality labels. These are fully aligned with ESG and are 

developed in collaboration with member organisations, field-specific committees, and relevant 

experts. This participatory and consultative approach underlines the legitimacy and context-

appropriateness of the criteria applied. 

 

All core functions of the agency – including the implementation of evaluations, methodological 

design, selection of evaluation team members, setting of timetables, structure of reports, and 

adoption of conclusions – are carried out autonomously. Stakeholders such as higher education 

institutions, ministries, or social partners have no formal role in influencing these processes or 

in shaping their outcomes. This ensures that results of evaluations are not politically or 

institutionally conditioned. 

 

The composition of the body responsible for final decisions on accreditation and evaluations 

reflects balanced representation in terms of gender, regional diversity, and official languages. 

Furthermore, the agency adheres to transparent and public criteria for the selection of experts 

and members of evaluation committees, as published in its official statutes and on its website. 

The selection process is grounded in professional merit and institutional neutrality. One of the 

core features reinforcing the agency’s independence is its non-conflict-of-interest policy, which 

strictly prohibits any person with a personal or institutional interest from participating in 

evaluation procedures or related decision-making processes. This policy is rigorously applied, 

contributing to public trust in the objectivity of the agency’s work. Board members are not 

regarded as representatives of their employer institutions or constituencies (e.g. HEIs or trade 

unions). Instead, they are expected to act as independent experts representing the interests of 

the higher education system as a whole. This functional independence further insulates the 

agency’s decision-making from sectoral bias. 

 

Agency reports are classified as public documents, but they are not addressed to, nor do they 

report to, the ministry. Although the council of the agency may initiate evaluations based on 

requests from higher education institutions or upon ministerial suggestion, the implementation 

of these evaluations remains entirely within the agency’s independent jurisdiction, without 

external influence on methods, content or final decisions. Stakeholders are meaningfully 
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involved in the agency’s activities, and evidence suggests a culture of mutual trust and 

accessibility. It is widely understood among actors in the higher education sector that if concerns 

or complaints arise, there are internal mechanisms within the agency through which these can 

be addressed appropriately and fairly. 

 

Lastly, the agency manages its own staff recruitment process. It utilises a national recruitment 

database shared with other public institutions but retains full autonomy in defining job 

requirements, conducting open calls for all positions exceeding six months, and finalising 

appointments. This ensures both compliance with public-sector transparency standards and 

adherence to merit-based employment practices. 

 

5.6.2. Mostly Independent Agencies 

 

In contrast to models characterized by predominant governmental involvement, certain QA 

agencies operate under frameworks where government influence is limited in scope and largely 

confined to high-level strategic oversight. In such arrangements, operational autonomy and 

professional independence are significantly more pronounced, albeit not entirely immune to 

structural constraints. The appointment process of the agency’s chief executive is one of the 

central indicators of this balanced governance model. While the board of directors is responsible 

for nominating the chief executive, no single stakeholder possesses a dominant influence. For 

example, if the government nominates four out of nine board members, its position is influential 

but not decisive. This pluralistic governance structure supports a more equitable distribution of 

decision-making power among stakeholders and enhances institutional independence. 

 

The government retains the authority to define the broad thematic scope of the agency’s work 

through general instructions, but it refrains from direct interference in the agency’s internal 

organisational or operational matters. This delineation of roles reflects a model of delegated 

responsibility in which public policy priorities are communicated without compromising the 

agency’s autonomy in their execution. Certain legal provisions governing the powers and 

responsibilities of the chief executive remain subject to government decrees. However, these 

provisions are typically limited in nature and do not extend to day-to-day managerial or 

evaluative decisions. The legal foundation for executive authority thus reflects a shared 

responsibility between state and agency, rather than direct hierarchical control. 

 

The agency retains full independence in the design and development of evaluation and 

accreditation criteria for procedures conducted abroad. Nevertheless, its ability to 

autonomously define criteria for domestic accreditation remains restricted, suggesting that a 

portion of its normative authority is still retained by central governmental bodies. This duality 

indicates a partial devolution of responsibility, with full independence not yet achieved in 

national contexts. 
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In practice, experts involved in accreditation and evaluation procedures are predominantly 

drawn from the national academic community. While this may facilitate contextually informed 

assessments, it also diminishes the perceived impartiality and external credibility of the 

agency’s operations. Public perceptions of independence are thus influenced not only by formal 

structures but also by the selection practices employed. HEIs are granted the right to comment 

on the proposed composition of expert panels, primarily on the grounds of potential conflicts 

of interest. Although this mechanism promotes procedural fairness, there are instances where 

institutions reject agency-nominated experts. In such cases, the burden of justification rests with 

the institution, which must articulate valid reasons for the rejection. This practice illustrates a 

commitment to balanced participation, albeit with practical challenges in safeguarding both 

integrity and efficiency. 

 

Further structural limitations arise from the fact that the register of potential external experts is 

not maintained by the agency itself but is instead compiled by the ministry. The agency must 

select experts from this pre-approved register, which constrains its discretion and introduces an 

external filter into the expert selection process. While the agency has some latitude in matching 

experts to individual procedures, its dependence on an externally managed list represents a form 

of indirect governmental influence. 

 

Although there is no formally codified understanding of consultation procedures between the 

agency and expert panel members, the agency is aware of the critical distinction between 

legitimate expert feedback and impermissible consultation during formal accreditation 

processes. This awareness reflects an evolving organisational culture that seeks to navigate the 

nuanced boundaries of procedural integrity and legal compliance, even in the absence of 

detailed formal regulation. 

 

5.6.3. Partially Dependent Agencies 

 

The third category includes agencies that possess formal independence on paper yet rely heavily 

on government-controlled infrastructure – such as staffing services, IT support, or financial 

administration. In such cases, ministries often appointed the executive leadership, and informal 

political realities were cited as influencing procedural decisions. The lack of clear appeal 

mechanisms further eroded internal accountability. These agencies, while structurally separate, 

lacked the operational means to uphold their independence. This reinforced a key insight from 

the fieldwork: operational dependence can nullify formal safeguards, rendering autonomy 

fragile and easily disrupted. 

 

An analysis of the structural, procedural and regulatory framework of the agency for QA in 

higher education reveals a strong, albeit formally indirect, yet substantively predominant 

influence of governmental authorities. This influence permeates multiple layers of the agency’s 

governance, operations, and decision-making processes. The appointment of the chief executive 

officer of the agency is carried out by the board members where one of the constituent 
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stakeholders – namely the government – holds a predominant role. For instance, five out of nine 

board members may be directly nominated by the government, resulting in a structural 

imbalance that raises concerns about the functional autonomy of the agency. 

 

In some cases, the agency is co-located within the premises of the relevant ministry, and its 

personnel are formally classified as employees of the ministry. The agency relies entirely on 

the ministry’s administrative infrastructure, including information technology systems, human 

resources, payroll processing, and financial management services. This institutional 

dependency further erodes the operational independence that is foundational to the credibility 

of external QA mechanisms. Furthermore, the chief executive serves the agency on a 

contractual basis while concurrently retaining full-time academic employment as a university 

professor. This dual role blurs the line between external QA and institutional academic interests, 

raising potential issues of conflict of interest and dilution of professional commitment. 

 

The selection of candidates for the position of the chief executive is shaped through negotiations 

between the ministry and representative bodies of higher education institutions. Decision-

making powers conferred upon the chief executive are stipulated not by the agency’s internal 

governance instruments but by governmental decree, reinforcing the hierarchical dependence 

on executive authority. Moreover, the agency is routinely assigned additional governmental 

tasks, such as the preparation of thematic analyses, which extend beyond its core legal mandate. 

These assignments often reflect current policy priorities, suggesting a level of 

instrumentalization by the government. 

 

The procedural rules, composition of the decision-making body, and fundamental principles 

guiding accreditation processes are determined by an accreditation regulation adopted by 

ministerial order. The agency's internal by-laws must be formally approved by decree of the 

Regional Government, following the recommendation of the department responsible for 

universities. These arrangements effectively externalize the normative control over the agency’s 

internal operations, limiting its self-governance. While the director of the agency retains formal 

authority to approve the final composition of expert panels and the scheduling of site visits, 

these operational powers exist within a broader framework wherein strategic and procedural 

parameters are set externally by government entities. 

 

Upon completion of the re-accreditation process, and following the opinion of the accreditation 

council, the agency issues a recommendation to the minister. The minister retains final decision-

making authority to (i) confirm that conditions for conducting higher education and/or scientific 

activities are fulfilled, (ii) deny the license for such activities, or (iii) issue a letter of expectation 

granting a deadline of up to three years to remedy identified deficiencies. This model reinforces 

a subordinated consultative role for the agency, with final adjudicative powers residing firmly 

with the ministerial authority. 
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Moreover, the initiation of extraordinary accreditation and evaluation procedures may be 

requested by the minister responsible for higher education and science, as well as by rectors or 

deans of higher education institutions. This opens the possibility for selective or politically 

motivated reviews outside of regular QA cycles. Procedural redress mechanisms are equally 

indicative of ambiguities in institutional independence. Complaints submitted during the 

evaluation process are handled by the agency's director, whereas appeal against formal 

decisions are addressed to a second-instance body. However, the lack of clear procedural 

distinctions between complaints and appeal undermines transparency, predictability, and legal 

certainty, all of which are essential to due process and procedural fairness in QA. 

 

5.6.4. Dependent QA Agencies 

 

At the lowest end of the spectrum, agencies were documented that are directly embedded within 

governmental structures, lacking both formal and functional independence. These agencies are 

typically governmental departments, with ministry-appointed executives, limited procedural 

autonomy, and politically influenced accreditation outcomes. In some national contexts, the 

independence of QA agencies is significantly constrained by the predominant influence of 

government authorities. The executive leadership of the agency – including both the chief and 

deputy chief – is directly appointed by the government or the relevant ministry, often without 

transparent or competitive procedures. Furthermore, the legal provisions governing the 

agency’s operational principles, staffing structures, qualification requirements, remuneration 

policies, and decision-making bodies (such as expert councils or governing boards) are typically 

defined by government decrees. This centralised control framework allows the government to 

dismiss the chief executive without the need to establish serious or substantiated grounds, 

thereby weakening the stability and autonomy of leadership. 

 

The accountability of the agency’s leadership is directed explicitly toward governmental 

structures, with the nomination and appointment procedures fully managed by the responsible 

ministry or, in some cases, by a regional governmental council. In such arrangements, the chief 

executive not only oversees the operational management of the agency but also holds exclusive 

responsibility for preparing the QA criteria and standards used in accreditation and evaluation 

procedures – despite being a direct government appointee. Similarly, the regulatory criteria for 

designing evaluation plans are prescribed by government decree, further reinforcing 

hierarchical oversight over the agency’s core functions. 

 

Additionally, limitations exist regarding institutional rights to contest or challenge the agency’s 

decisions. While there may be a provision for higher education institutions to submit objections 

to preliminary or draft reports, the final decisions are often not subject to appeal. In some cases, 

there is no formal complaints or appeal process published by the agency that would allow for 

an independent reassessment of disputed findings. Where such mechanisms do exist, they tend 

to lack structural safeguards – such as the involvement of impartial individuals not previously 
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engaged in the external review process – thereby raising concerns about procedural fairness and 

institutional accountability. 

 

5.7. Follow-Up on the Preliminary Research: CEENQA Survey Insight 

 

Following the preliminary cross-regional research, which provided a comparative overview of 

QA agencies across different parts of Europe, it became evident that agencies from Central and 

Eastern regions scored notably lower in several key areas – particularly in relation to operational 

independence and structural autonomy. Therefore, a follow-up survey was conducted among 

CEENQA member agencies, which are primarily associated with these regions. CEENQA 

currently brings together 46 QA agencies: 44 full members and 2 observers operating across 

Central and Eastern Europe. 

 

The follow-up survey, carried out in July and August 2024, aimed to examine in greater depth 

the operational independence, structural autonomy, and external influences affecting the 

functioning of QA agencies in these regions, as well as to identify region-specific challenges 

and emerging trends. The survey was designed with a dual purpose: first, to assess how QA 

agencies within CEENQA perceive their own independence; and second, to gather qualitative 

insights into institutional vulnerabilities, examples of good practice, and contextual challenges. 

By combining structured Likert-scale items with open-ended questions, the study generated 

data that enabled both quantitative comparison and in-depth qualitative interpretation. 

 

5.7.1. Methodological Approach 

 

The methodological approach was designed to further analyse diverse perspectives on 

independence among CEENQA members. The survey was distributed electronically through 

the CEENQA Secretariat and received responses from 28 QA agencies – 19 public and 9 private 

– representing 12 EU member states, 10 non-EU European countries, 5 from Central Asia and 

the Caucasus, and 1 from the Eastern Mediterranean. This broad regional coverage enabled 

meaningful cross-country comparisons and facilitated the identification of both common 

challenges and regional specificities. 

 

The questionnaire included both closed-ended and open-ended questions, allowing for a 

comprehensive examination of agency independence. The quantitative section consisted of 

Likert-scale items through which respondents assessed their level of agreement with statements 

addressing key areas such as: 

- legal and operational guarantees of independence from government and higher 

education institutions; 

- autonomy in the operation of procedures and expert selection; 

- independence of final outcomes and decisions; 

- transparency and effectiveness of procedural safeguards, including conflict-of-interest 

protocols, stakeholder communication, publication of reports, and appeal; 
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- regular public reporting and stakeholder feedback mechanisms supporting continuous 

improvement. 

 

For all closed-ended items, a five-point Likert scale (1–5) was used, where 1 = “strongly 

disagree” and 5 = “strongly agree”, as stated in Appendix D. Accordingly, higher scores reflect 

stronger agreement that a given dimension of independence (or a related safeguard/practice) is 

present and functioning effectively within the agency. Mean values reported in the Results 

section therefore represent the average level of agreement across responding agencies on this 

1–5 scale. 

 

In addition, three open-ended questions were included to elicit qualitative insights: 

- What measures could your QA agency take to further improve its independence and 

autonomy? 

- Have you observed any attempts at undue influence on your agency’s decisions? If so, 

please describe the situation. 

- What suggestions do you have for strengthening the independence of QA agencies in 

higher education? 

 

The target respondents were professionals working at different levels within their respective 

QA agencies – including directors, senior managers, officers responsible for accreditation and 

evaluation, and staff involved in international cooperation. Each respondent was asked to 

indicate whether their agency was public or private. To ensure confidentiality and encourage 

candour, the survey was conducted anonymously. 

 

Qualitative responses were coded manually, applying a combined inductive and deductive 

approach. This method enabled the identification of recurrent patterns, regionally distinctive 

features, and emerging themes related to autonomy, external pressure, and institutional 

resilience. While the survey does not claim statistical representativeness, its broad geographical 

scope and mixed-method design enhance the robustness and interpretive depth of the findings. 

 

5.7.2. Key Findings from Closed-Ended Questions 

 

The following section summarises the main quantitative outcomes of the CEENQA survey. The 

results from the closed-ended questions indicate that stakeholders perceive the agency as highly 

independent, particularly in relation to its final decision-making autonomy (outcome 

independence) and the existence of procedural safeguards (independence protocols). Both areas 

exceed an average score of 4.75, reflecting a strong institutional foundation and internalised 

organisational ethos of autonomy. Similarly, procedural independence and operational 

independence are rated very positively, supporting the notion that the agency enjoys effective 

freedom from external interference, particularly from government or higher education 

institutions. 
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The relatively lower scores for Feedback-based improvement (4.39) and especially Thematic 

analysis and reporting (3.93) indicate potential areas for development. While these dimensions 

do not directly relate to formal independence, they are crucial for ensuring de facto 

independence through transparency, public accountability, and strategic self-reflection. The low 

rating for thematic analysis may point to insufficient system-wide reporting, weak meta-

evaluation, or a lack of structured communication of overarching review trends – all of which 

are instrumental in supporting systemic quality enhancement and institutional learning. 

 

The overall high scores may be interpreted as evidence of a solid internal and stakeholder-

perceived legitimacy of the QA agency. This may partly be attributed to: the agency’s long-

standing adherence to the ESG standards, clear procedural frameworks that define decision-

making processes, a stable governance structure with well-defined roles and limited political 

interference, and positive internal experiences among those directly engaged in QA procedures. 

However, this favourable self-assessment contrasts with qualitative data obtained through 

interviews and documentary analysis, including critical findings from ENQA review reports. 

Those sources suggest structural limitations in operational autonomy, particularly in relation to: 

external appointment procedures, the potential influence of ministries in governance bodies, 

and limited effectiveness of appeal mechanisms, which are often formalistic and rarely invoked. 

 

This divergence highlights a well-known methodological tension in QA research: while 

quantitative surveys capture perceptions, they may not always reflect objective or systemic risks 

embedded in legal, structural, or political arrangements. In this case, the generally positive 

numerical results may reflect operational smoothness, stakeholder familiarity, or positive past 

experiences, rather than a critical evaluation of legal safeguards or independence 

vulnerabilities. While survey data provide a valuable overview of perceived independence, a 

triangulated methodological approach – combining perception-based instruments with critical 

document analysis and interviews – remains essential to uncover deeper systemic issues. The 

apparent mismatch between quantitative confidence and qualitative concerns underlines the 

need for continuous scrutiny of both formal and functional independence, particularly as QA 

agencies face evolving national and European expectations regarding legitimacy, transparency, 

and trust. 
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Figure 5.3: Average Scores on Key Dimensions of QA Agency Independence 

Source: Author’s own elaboration (2025). 

 

5.7.3. Key Findings from Open-Ended Responses 

 

While the first part of the survey comprised closed-ended Likert-scale items designed to capture 

quantified perceptions of independence across predefined dimensions, the second part provided 

respondents with the opportunity to elaborate on their views through a series of open-ended 

questions. This approach reflects a mixed-methods survey design, in which quantitative items 

enable measurement of attitudes or perceptions using standardised response formats (Likert, 

1932), while open-ended questions generate qualitative insights that help contextualise and 

interpret the statistical patterns (Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2009; Creswell and Clark, 2007, 

2023).  

 

A recurring concern among respondents was financial dependence, particularly on 

governmental funding. Many agencies highlighted that reliance on ministry-controlled budgets 

can limit their ability to operate independently, especially when those same ministries are 

responsible for higher education policy. In this context, the diversification of revenue sources 

was consistently mentioned as a critical step. Suggested approaches included the introduction 

of accreditation fees, participation in international projects and grants, and the development of 

fee-for-service activities. A few agencies proposed operating under an economic enterprise 

model, which would allow them to generate and manage their own income independently. 

 

Legal and structural reforms were also emphasized as essential to institutional autonomy. 

Several respondents called for national legislation that explicitly guarantees the independence 

of QA agencies, both in terms of organizational setup and decision-making processes. This 

includes clear legal provisions outlining the agencies’ mandates, responsibilities, and 
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safeguards against political or external interference. Respondents stressed the importance of 

creating QA agencies as independent legal entities with the authority to establish their own 

procedures and standards without approval or intervention from ministries or government 

bodies. 

 

Transparent governance and internal procedures were presented as key mechanisms for 

protecting autonomy. Many agencies have introduced or proposed governance models that 

clearly separate strategic planning, decision-making, and implementation. Suggestions included 

term limits and rotation of board members to avoid long-term dominance by particular 

individuals or groups, and the establishment of advisory or supervisory bodies with 

international members. Transparent appointment processes for evaluators and board members 

were also seen as essential for ensuring the impartiality of QA processes. 

 

Stakeholder engagement was considered an important, though sensitive, area. While 

constructive collaboration with ministries and higher education institutions was viewed as 

necessary for functional systems, respondents emphasized that such relationships must be 

governed by formal agreements and clearly defined boundaries. Agencies should retain full 

authority over procedural and evaluation decisions while maintaining open and structured 

communication channels. Several agencies suggested that regular dialogue and joint events 

with government officials and universities could help strengthen mutual understanding and 

appreciation for the value of independent QA. 

 

In parallel, respondents stressed the need to continuously invest in the professional development 

of staff and evaluators. Strong internal expertise was seen not only as a QA tool but also as a 

safeguard against external pressure. Ensuring adequate human resources, both in numbers and 

competence, was frequently mentioned, along with the need for targeted training in QA 

standards, ethical conduct, and international practices. 

 

Many agencies highlighted the importance of international cooperation and external validation 

to reinforce their position domestically. Participation in networks such as ENQA and EQAR, 

involvement in external reviews, and engagement in peer learning activities were all cited as 

strategies to align with global best practices, ensure credibility, and protect against undue 

influence. Some agencies pointed out the financial burden of participating in international 

recognition procedures, suggesting a need for more accessible support frameworks. 

 

In terms of operational safeguards, the majority of respondents reported that their agencies have 

not experienced direct attempts of undue influence. Many pointed to robust legal frameworks, 

transparent procedures, and clearly defined review mechanisms as effective in preventing 

inappropriate interference. Some also noted the importance of regular internal and external 

audits, complaints mechanisms, and public reporting as tools for maintaining integrity. 

However, a few respondents acknowledged more subtle forms of pressure, such as influence 
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through appointments or strategic governance decisions. These were often framed not as overt 

political interference, but as reflections of broader institutional dynamics or historical contexts. 

Finally, several innovative suggestions were proposed for further strengthening agency 

independence. These included the establishment of formal mechanisms for reporting undue 

influence to international bodies such as ENQA or EQAR without fear of retribution, moving 

the focus of QA systems from compliance to quality enhancement, and increasing the use of 

thematic analyses and feedback loops to inform policy and practice. While a few agencies noted 

that complete independence is ultimately unachievable in any system, the emphasis was placed 

on developing strong, balanced structures that can effectively mediate stakeholder interests 

while preserving core institutional autonomy. 

 

5.8. Preliminary Research Findings on QA Agency Independence: Strengths, 

Weaknesses, and Risks Across Regions 

 

The following table synthesises key insights derived from the preliminary cross-regional survey 

and complementary qualitative evidence. It summarises the main strengths, weaknesses, and 

risks associated with QA agency independence as identified across the ten core dimensions 

examined in the preliminary study. Each dimension reflects an aspect of institutional autonomy 

– from leadership appointments and financial management to decision-making authority and 

international engagement. The overview also highlights region-specific variations, revealing 

how historical legacies, political traditions, and resource conditions continue to shape both the 

perception and practice of independence within QA agencies. 

 

Table 5.2: Strengths, Weaknesses, and Risks of QA Agency Independence (Preliminary 

Research) 

Dimension Strengths Identified 
Weaknesses / 

Limitations 
Risks / Challenges 

Leadership 

Appointment 

Transparent, pluralistic 

nomination in some 

agencies; fixed 

mandates provide 

stability. 

In many systems, 

ministries dominate or 

retain veto powers over 

appointments. 

Politicised appointments 

undermine credibility and 

create dependency on 

government cycles. 

Criteria 

Development 

Agencies with legal 

authority to design 

standards show higher 

autonomy and 

legitimacy. 

In several cases, criteria 

must be approved by 

ministries or embedded 

in decree-based 

frameworks. 

Limited autonomy risks 

reducing QA to 

compliance with state 

policy rather than 

independent evaluation. 

Expert Selection 

Transparent registers 

and conflict-of-interest 

safeguards in stronger 

systems. 

Some agencies rely on 

ministerial expert lists 

or politically influenced 

nominations. 

Weak expert 

independence jeopardises 

impartiality and external 

credibility. 
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Dimension Strengths Identified 
Weaknesses / 

Limitations 
Risks / Challenges 

Decision-Making 

Authority 

Independent decision-

making councils in 

robust agencies; 

outcome independence 

rated highly in surveys. 

In many transitional 

systems, final 

accreditation decisions 

remain with ministries. 

Operational autonomy 

reduced to a consultative 

role; potential political 

capture of outcomes. 

Appeal Mechanisms 

Some agencies have 

independent appeal 

committees with clear 

procedures. 

In several cases, appeal 

are formalistic, rarely 

used, or handled by 

ministries. 

Weak redress mechanisms 

reduce transparency, trust, 

and accountability. 

Financial Autonomy 

A few agencies enjoy 

stable budget lines with 

discretion over 

spending. 

Most remain heavily 

dependent on ministry-

controlled budgets. 

Vulnerability to political 

leverage through funding 

constraints or cuts. 

International 

Integration 

ENQA/EQAR 

membership boosts 

legitimacy, 

independence, and 

compliance with ESG. 

CEENQA members 

show lower scores; 

uneven participation 

across regions. 

Risk of a two-tier system: 

EU-aligned agencies 

enjoy trust, while 

peripheral ones face 

higher scrutiny and slower 

accession. 

Perceptions vs. 

Reality 

Surveys show high 

stakeholder confidence 

in independence, 

especially procedural. 

Open-ended responses 

reveal hidden 

vulnerabilities (political 

appointments, weak 

appeal, financial 

fragility). 

Danger of over-reliance 

on self-perceptions → 

independence may be 

more fragile than reported. 

Contextual/Cultural 

Factors 

In high-trust systems 

(e.g. Nordic), 

professional culture 

reinforces 

independence. 

In post-socialist or 

transitional contexts, 

formal safeguards often 

fail in practice. 

Historical legacies and 

informal influence 

continue to undermine 

operational autonomy. 

 

Although Table 5.2 presents results through an overall independence indicator, this indicator 

should be read primarily as a structured proxy for de jure (formal) independence. In the 

preliminary phase, the goal was not to measure de facto independence in a full interpretive 

sense, but to (i) map and compare core formal safeguards across systems and (ii) identify where 

formal arrangements signal potential vulnerability to undue influence. The index therefore 

operationalises the dissertation’s de jure–de facto framework by capturing the formal 

“institutional design” layer (appointments, authority, procedures, appeal), while de facto 

independence is treated here as an emergent, partly hidden dimension that becomes visible only 

through qualitative accounts and later-stage triangulation. 
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5.9. Lessons from the Preliminary Research 

 

The findings of the preliminary research have provided an empirical foundation for addressing 

the three central research questions that guide this dissertation, which will be elaborated in 

detail in the following chapters. By systematically identifying and analysing the five core 

dimensions of QA agency independence – leadership appointment, criteria development, expert 

selection, decision-making, and appeal mechanisms – within the survey and follow-up analysis, 

it was possible to examine the main structural and contextual determinants of independence, 

develop a comparative framework for evaluating formal autonomy across EHEA member 

countries, and establish a foundation for subsequent research. 

 

A central focus of the preliminary research was on understanding political influence and state-

level interference in shaping QA agency independence, while institutional pressures from 

universities, markets, or other stakeholders were examined to a lesser extent. The findings show 

that agency independence is deeply embedded in the specific legal, political, and administrative 

context within which each agency operates. This supports the argument advanced by Gilardi 

(2002), Stensaker (2015), and Jordana et al. (2018), who contend that institutional autonomy 

cannot be assessed in isolation from the broader governance and higher education environment. 

Contextual and historical factors further complicate the picture, as QA in higher education 

remains an evolving field, continuously shaped by Europeanisation and globalisation pressures. 

These forces magnify the challenge of translating formal frameworks into lived agency 

autonomy and often expose the political sensitivities that accompany national QA reforms. 

Agencies demonstrating a clear separation from ministerial control and equipped with robust 

internal governance structures tend to produce more credible and consistent evaluations. As 

Guidi (2015) aptly observes, actual independence is not only harder to measure and compare 

but also less instructive when it comes to proposing legislative or regulatory interventions, 

given the diversity of political and administrative traditions across Europe. 

 

The construction of the independence index – based on the five core dimensions – enabled the 

identification of both strengths and vulnerabilities within formal governance frameworks. 

Transparent and pluralistic appointment procedures, clear statutory definitions of autonomy, 

and the ability to define evaluation criteria were consistently associated with higher 

independence scores. However, in several cases, structural constraints such as ministry-

controlled expert registers or decree-based procedural frameworks limited agency discretion. 

The regional variation observed illustrates the uneven institutionalisation of formal 

independence and underscores the importance of cross-national comparison in identifying both 

good practices and persistent weaknesses. 

 

International networks play a critical protective and normative role. QA agencies affiliated with 

ENQA consistently demonstrated higher levels of both formal and functional independence. 
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QA agencies affiliated with ENQA consistently demonstrated higher levels of both formal and 

functional independence. According to Hopbach (2012), ENQA reviews have not only 

strengthened the implementation of European QA agreements but have also contributed 

significantly to ENQA’s own institutional evolution. Moreover, the strategic influence of the 

ESG was repeatedly affirmed, reflecting Hopbach’s view that, from the perspective of QA, the 

core relevance of the ESG significantly affects how the ESGs are used and applied by QA 

agencies. At the same time, the protective function of ENQA membership should not be 

overstated. Its effectiveness ultimately depends on national implementation – some member 

agencies remain vulnerable where ESG principles are formally adopted but only weakly 

embedded within domestic systems. 

 

Despite these promising developments, troubling patterns persist. In several transitional or post-

conflict jurisdictions, agencies were found to possess formal safeguards on paper that did not 

translate into genuine autonomy. This aligns with Hanretty and Koop’s (2013) critique that the 

assumption of a direct correlation between formal and actual independence remains empirically 

unproven. Such findings reinforce the need to shift attention from formal compliance toward 

the operational and institutional realisation of independence. As Hanretty and Koop emphasise, 

politicians may have legitimate reasons to respect the formal independence of regulatory 

agencies, as such bodies can enhance the credibility of long-term policy commitments. 

Nonetheless, as Gregory (2015) cautions, while the notion of political independence carries 

strong normative and symbolic force, its operational reality is far more complex – underscoring 

the gap between rhetoric and practice. 

 

The cross-regional CEENQA survey provided valuable insights into how QA agencies across 

the EHEA and its neighbouring regions understand, experience, and safeguard their 

independence. The combined analysis of closed- and open-ended responses offers a 

comprehensive view of how stakeholders perceive and interpret agency autonomy. Quantitative 

results suggest that, overall, QA agencies are viewed as operating with a high degree of 

autonomy, particularly regarding decision-making processes, internal protocols, and 

operational procedures. Domains such as outcome independence, procedural autonomy, and the 

presence of formal safeguards consistently achieved high average scores, aligning with ESG 

Standard 3.3 (ENQA, 2015) and indicating broad stakeholder confidence in the agencies’ 

legitimacy and impartiality. 

 

The analysis of open-ended responses adds essential depth to these findings, revealing both 

confidence in current levels of independence and recognition of areas requiring systemic 

improvement. Respondents emphasised the need for legal reform, diversified funding, clearer 

governance, and enhanced transparency and communication, while also acknowledging the 

influence of contextual and cultural factors on agency functioning. These reflections underscore 

that institutional autonomy is not fixed but dynamic – contingent on both structural and cultural 

dimensions (Stensaker and Harvey, 2011; Westerheijden et al, 2007). At the same time, the 

responses exposed tensions between perceived and actual independence: although most 
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participants reported no direct interference, some identified indirect risks such as ministerial 

oversight, politically sensitive appointments, and limited internal capacity. Consistent with 

ENQA review findings, these insights highlight discrepancies between legal frameworks and 

operational realities, reaffirming that genuine independence depends not only on formal 

autonomy but also on its effective implementation and long-term sustainability. 

 

Looking ahead, the next phase of this research builds on these preliminary insights through a 

detailed analysis of ENQA review reports, stakeholder interviews, and a national case study, 

enabling a deeper interrogation of the three central research questions and a more nuanced 

understanding of how independence is enacted in practice. 
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6. COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF ENQA EXTERNAL REVIEWS ACROSS THE 

EHEA 

 

6.1. Introduction 

 

In this chapter, the analytical framework developed in the preliminary research is further 

elaborated and applied to the central focus of the study, which is an international comparative 

analysis of QA agencies across the EHEA based on ENQA review reports presented in Chapter 

6, complemented by semi-structured interviews with key QA stakeholders discussed in Chapter 

7 and a national case study of Slovenia presented in Chapter 8. The analysis first draws on a 

systematic examination of ENQA review reports produced by ENQA-appointed expert panels 

and published between 2021 and 2024. These reports provide a comprehensive structural and 

documentary perspective, offering insights into governance arrangements, legal frameworks, 

and procedural safeguards that shape agency independence. 

 

By integrating these data sources, the chapter bridges the gap between the formal, codified 

dimensions of independence and its day-to-day enactment within diverse political, legal, and 

cultural contexts. This perspective highlights convergences and divergences between normative 

standards and operational realities, thereby strengthening the robustness of the comparative 

analysis. While the preliminary research chapter was grounded in stakeholder perceptions and 

self-reported data, the present chapter shifts the focus to formal assessments conducted by 

international peer review panels. These evaluations provide a basis for triangulating findings, 

allowing to assess not only what agencies claim about their independence but also how this 

independence is externally validated in light of ESG Standard 3.3. As Alzafari and Ursin (2019) 

argue, the main contribution of such work lies in showing how country-specific contexts shape 

the implementation of QA standards. The findings underscore the importance of acknowledging 

the diversity of national and regional settings when assessing ESG 3.3 in practice. Put 

differently, standardised formulations of independence gain meaning only when interpreted 

within concrete political and institutional landscapes. 

 

By focusing specifically on ENQA external review reports, the chapter provides a systematic 

lens for understanding how evaluators interpret ESG 3.3 in their judgments – ranging from legal 

statutes to organisational routines and governance practices. The reports illustrate how 

independence is enacted in real-world contexts. As Hopbach and Flierman (2020, p. 25) note, 

“ENQA Agency Reviews have not only had a significant impact on the implementation of the 

European agreements with regard to QA, they have also had a significant impact on the 

developments of ENQA itself.” This dual influence highlights the performative role reviews 

play in shaping both national systems and ENQA’s own standards. 

 

In examining ESG 3.3, the chapter shows how independence is both defined and validated 

through peer oversight. It explores whether agencies meet formal requirements – such as legal 

statutes, separation from government structures, and transparent governance processes – and 
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how these requirements are realised in practice through decision-making authority, appeal 

mechanisms, and stakeholder engagement. According to ESG 2015, QA agencies are required 

to be independent and to act autonomously. This entails full responsibility for their operations 

and outcomes, without interference from third parties, including higher education institutions, 

ministries, or other stakeholders. The standard also recognises that institutional autonomy 

within higher education systems must be matched by independent external QA bodies capable 

of conducting evaluations free from undue influence. 

 

The accompanying guidelines to Standard 3.3 further elaborate the concept of independence 

along three core dimensions: 

In considering the independence of an QA agency the following are important: 

- Organisational independence, demonstrated by official documentation (e.g. instruments 

of government, legislative acts or statutes of the organisation) that stipulates the 

independence of the agency’s work from third parties, such as higher education 

institutions, governments and other stakeholder organisations; 

- Operational independence: the definition and operation of the agency’s procedures and 

methods as well as the nomination and appointment of external experts are undertaken 

independently from third parties such as higher education institutions, governments and 

other stakeholders; 

- Independence of formal outcomes: while experts from relevant stakeholder 

backgrounds, particularly students, take part in QA processes, the final outcomes of the 

QA processes remain the responsibility of the agency. 

 

This chapter is structured around the same core research questions guiding the dissertation, with 

particular emphasis on RQ1: identifying the primary determinants of QA agency independence; 

RQ2: comparing the formal characteristics of independence across different EHEA regions; and 

RQ3: exploring the extent to which formal independence guarantees actual independence in 

practice. Moreover, the chapter conducts a systematic content analysis of a selected corpus of 

ENQA reports, applying these three dimensions to examine how different agencies perform 

across varying legal, political, and institutional environments. This chapter also builds upon the 

preliminary research by offering an external validation of its findings, deepening the analysis 

of independence from a normative (ESG-based) perspective.  

 

6.2. Methodological Framework and Case Selection 

 

To assess the independence of QA agencies in a systematic and comparative manner, this 

chapter adopts a qualitative content analysis of ENQA external review reports. This 

methodological approach enables an in-depth research of how international expert panels 

interpret, assess, and report on the independence of QA agencies operating under diverse legal, 

political, and institutional conditions. 
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In selecting the documents for analysis, three guiding criteria were applied to ensure both the 

relevance and diversity of the sample. First, reports published exclusively between 2021 and 

2024 were selected, thereby ensuring that the findings reflect the most recent developments, 

reforms, and policy shifts within the EHEA. This chronological framing allowed for the capture 

of current interpretations of ESG Standard 3.3 as applied in contemporary evaluation contexts. 

Second, geographical diversity was deliberately sought by including agencies from Western, 

Northern, Central, Eastern, and Southeastern Europe, as well as from several post-Soviet states, 

which constitute the focus of the study. This was also essential to account for the wide variation 

in governance cultures and state–agency relationships that characterise the EHEA. Finally, 

variety in institutional maturity enabled me to include both long-established agencies 

undergoing periodic re-accreditation and newer bodies seeking initial ENQA membership. This 

variation in institutional maturity enabled me to explore how organisational experience, system 

embeddedness, and developmental trajectories affect the ability of agencies to demonstrate and 

maintain their independence. 

 

The final dataset consists of 43 ENQA expert reports focused on Standard 3.3, each produced 

by an international review panel commissioned to evaluate the agency’s compliance with the 

ESG. These reports typically include an analytical narrative of the agency’s functioning, the 

identification of good practices, recommendations for improvement, and a judgment on whether 

the agency fully, substantially, or partially complies with Standard 3.3. Importantly, they are 

publicly available and represent external, peer-based assessments based on document analysis, 

site visits, stakeholder interviews, and cross-examination of internal procedures. The dataset 

includes only full external reviews, while partial and targeted reviews were mostly excluded, 

as these generally did not address the issue of independence; exceptions were made only in 

cases where aspects of independence were explicitly analysed. The reports cover the period 

2021–2024, a timeframe deliberately chosen to ensure a sufficiently large sample for identifying 

patterns and drawing conclusions, while also aligning with the preliminary study conducted in 

2021–2022 and the stakeholder interviews carried out between 2023 and 2024. 

 

The analysis was conducted in three iterative and interrelated stages, each aimed at uncovering 

how the independence of QA agencies is interpreted and assessed across different contexts. 

First, a full reading of each ENQA report was undertaken with a focus on selected standard on 

independence. The content was then coded deductively, using a scheme aligned with the three 

sub-dimensions defined in the ESG: organisational independence, operational independence, 

and the independence of formal outcomes. This coding process allowed for the isolation of 

relevant passages and the systematic capture of evaluative statements pertaining to the core 

analytical categories. 

 

In the second stage, patterns of compliance and significant deviations across the reports were 

identified. Particular attention was paid to recurring challenges, gaps in implementation, and 

good practices highlighted by review panels. A contextual comparison was conducted by 

grouping the findings according to the three dimensions of independence defined in Standard 
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3.3 – organisational, operational, and independence of formal outcomes. To capture regional 

dynamics, the analysis further differentiated between Southern, Northern, Western, Central, and 

Eastern European contexts, as well as selected South-Eastern and post-Soviet systems, since 

ENQA review panels frequently situate their conclusions within broader governance and 

historical traditions. This regional lens allowed for the identification of recurring structural 

vulnerabilities, such as politicised appointments or ministerial ratification of outcomes, 

alongside examples of resilient practices, such as the use of multi-stakeholder boards, public 

calls for experts, and international peer participation. 

 

In the final stage, these findings were coupled and synthesised into three overarching categories: 

Challenges, Good Practices, and Lessons derived from ENQA review reports. This analytical 

step enabled the identification of recurring vulnerabilities that undermine independence, 

concrete practices that strengthen compliance with ESG 3.3, and broader lessons relevant across 

different regional and institutional contexts. The categorisation facilitated a structured 

comparison of cases, allowing patterns to be presented not only descriptively but also in a way 

that highlights their implications for agency governance and policy reform. 

 

Consistent with the methodological approach adopted throughout this dissertation, individual 

countries or agencies were not named in the presentation of findings. Although all ENQA 

review reports are publicly accessible and contain full institutional identifiers, agencies and 

states were not named due to the sensitivity of the theme as well as with the consistency of 

methodological approach applied in other chapters. This approach was guided by ethical 

considerations and by the intention to foster analytical generalisation rather than case-specific 

critique. It also aligns with the principle of treating agency evaluations as part of a collective 

learning process rather than as isolated instances of compliance or non-compliance. 

 

This methodological design ensures that the analysis remains grounded in empirical evidence 

while being guided by a robust analytical framework. By interpreting Standard 3.3 through a 

comparative, regional lens, the study contributes to identifying not only compliance trends but 

also the systemic constraints and enablers of independence that are often overlooked in formal 

documentation. Throughout the process, each report was treated not merely as a technical 

evaluation but as a discursive construction – one that reflects not only compliance with ESG 

norms but also evolving expectations about what “independence” should entail in a complex 

and politically diverse EHEA. This interpretive sensitivity, inspired by Creswell and Plano 

Clark (2018), allowed the reports to be approached as both evidence and argument, capturing 

the normative dimensions of QA alongside the operational. 

 

6.3. Organizational Independence 

 

As articulated in Standard 3.3, an agency must demonstrate independence not only in its 

operations and judgments but also in its organisational structure. This is demonstrated by 

official documentation (e.g. instruments of government, legislative acts or statutes of the 
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organisation) that stipulates the independence of the agency’s work from third parties, such as 

higher education institutions, governments and other stakeholder organisations. Across Europe, 

however, the extent to which this form of independence is achieved varies significantly by 

region, shaped by differing administrative traditions, legal cultures, and levels of centralisation. 

For instance, Kohoutek et al. (2025) show that in post-Communist transformation contexts, 

convergence on ESG principles is evident, but considerable variation remains in the standards 

and tools applied. 

 

In Southern European systems, according to the ENQA reports analysed, QA agencies are often 

established as public administrative bodies within regional governmental frameworks. While 

legal texts typically declare these agencies to be autonomous, their governance structures 

frequently reflect a dominant role of regional authorities and public universities. Governing 

boards tend to be composed primarily of individuals appointed directly or indirectly by political 

institutions or academic leadership, often including senior civil servants or rectors. Although 

formal separation of evaluation and governance functions may exist, the governing board’s 

composition introduces a potential for strategic influence. In some instances, a government 

representative may hold a casting vote in the event of a tie, which – even if rarely used – 

symbolically undermines the perception of full institutional autonomy. Several reports 

emphasised delays in reforming outdated statutes, meaning that governance structures often lag 

behind evolving ESG standards, with agencies constrained by rigid legal frameworks that limit 

their ability to adapt. 

 

In Eastern European contexts, the risk of organisational capture by dominant higher education 

actors – particularly large, historically established public universities – is particularly 

pronounced. Governing board membership frequently reflects the power distribution among 

higher education institutions, with representation proportional to institutional size or prestige. 

This has resulted in overrepresentation of elite public universities, often located in capital cities, 

in key decision-making roles. Such asymmetry undermines the pluralism expected by ESG 

standards and limits the influence of smaller, private, or regionally based institutions, as well 

as other stakeholders such as students or employers. Even where ethical frameworks prohibit 

conflicts of interest, the cumulative structural imbalance poses a persistent risk to perceived 

impartiality. ENQA panels have explicitly noted cases where governing board members acted 

on the basis of consultations with their home institutions, rather than in an individual capacity, 

signalling a persistent challenge to organisational independence. 

 

A cross-regional shortcoming, especially prevalent in Southern and Eastern Europe, is the 

underrepresentation – or complete absence – of students, labour market actors, and civil society 

in governance structures. In many cases, board membership is restricted to institutional or 

governmental appointees, leaving out critical stakeholder perspectives. According to ENQA 

review panels, this omission weakens accountability and impairs the agency’s capacity to reflect 

societal expectations for higher education. Encouragingly, some QA agencies in these regions 

have recognised this gap and are taking proactive steps to revise statutes and expand board 
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membership to include more diverse voices. These developments represent a commendable 

effort to align internal governance structures with the expectations of the ESG and broader 

European policy discourse. Some agencies have gone further by requiring members to sign 

declarations that they act in their individual capacity rather than as institutional representatives, 

coupled with integrity protocols and zero-tolerance statements on undue pressure – practices 

identified as effective safeguards. 

 

In several regions, draft legal reforms are currently under discussion to improve governance 

diversity and reduce executive concentration. For example, certain agencies have proposed 

expanding their boards to include representatives from the national and international academic 

community, social partners, and student organisations. However, progress is often delayed by 

bureaucratic or political inertia, and in some cases, agencies continue to operate under outdated 

statutes that do not reflect evolving governance standards. The lag between strategic intent and 

formal legal implementation creates a misalignment that can persist for years, perpetuating 

governance models that fall short of ESG compliance. Panels have highlighted that even when 

ministries express willingness to amend legislation, changes are often slowed by shifting 

political priorities, leaving agencies in a prolonged state of partial compliance. 

 

In Northern and Western Europe, QA agencies demonstrate strong organisational independence 

through clear statutory protections and robust internal governance. These agencies typically 

possess full autonomy in designing methodologies, appointing external experts, and making 

final decisions, with minimal external interference. Final responsibilities for evaluation 

outcomes lie with internal decision-making bodies, such as quality boards or independent 

appeal committees, that are distinct from government or institutional control. Financial 

arrangements, including public funding models that avoid fee-dependency on higher education 

institutions, further contribute to safeguarding the agency’s impartiality and procedural 

integrity. Stakeholders in these contexts generally report high confidence in the impartiality of 

governance arrangements, underscoring the value of transparency and long-established 

traditions of trust. 

 

In Central Europe, particularly in more recently reformed systems, agencies have strengthened 

organisational independence through legal recognition as autonomous public bodies or 

independent institutions. Leadership appointments are commonly conducted through public 

competitions, and internal procedures for expert selection and conflict-of-interest management 

are formalised and transparent. Review processes are typically structured in layers, where 

evaluation panels conduct assessments, followed by validation by a separate body to ensure 

methodological consistency. Nevertheless, some panels underlined that ministries still retain 

authority to appoint or dismiss chairs of governing boards, creating a structural tension between 

formal autonomy and political oversight. 

 

Interestingly, in some Nordic countries, there is a notably high level of de facto organisational 

independence, supported by a strong culture of trust and mutual respect among stakeholders in 
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the higher education sector. QA agencies in these contexts benefit from a deeply embedded 

professional ethos and a tradition of institutional autonomy, which together foster confidence 

in their impartiality and effectiveness. However, this high degree of practical independence is 

not always matched by formal or legal safeguards. In certain cases, key appointments – such as 

the agency director – are still made by the ministry or governmental bodies, which could, in 

principle, raise concerns about formal independence. Nevertheless, these arrangements are 

generally not perceived as problematic in practice, owing to the prevailing culture of integrity 

and stakeholder trust that mitigates potential risks of interference. Review panels explicitly 

noted that strong professional cultures, including open dialogue and trust-building between 

agencies, ministries, and institutions, can substitute for rigid legal protections in maintaining 

independence. 

 

Despite these challenges, multiple examples of regional good practice illustrate viable paths 

toward achieving organisational independence within public governance systems. In several 

regions, new governance models have emerged where the board composition includes 

representatives from academia, students, employers, and civil society, selected through public 

calls or representative body nominations. Additionally, some agencies have implemented clear 

rules preventing board members from participating in evaluation activities, thereby 

safeguarding structural separation between governance and operational functions. These 

practices illustrate that institutional autonomy is achievable without complete detachment from 

public administration – provided that legal and procedural safeguards are in place. The use of 

international experts in governing committees, and regular evaluations of board diversity and 

gender balance, were also highlighted as promising innovations. 

 

A common factor undermining organisational independence across several regions is the 

procedure for appointing and dismissing agency directors. In many cases, even when a public 

call is issued, the final appointment is made by a political authority, such as a minister or 

regional government. While some agencies have implemented consultative mechanisms to 

involve governing boards in the process, the imbalance of decision-making power persists. In 

one observed region, the lack of a formally appointed director for more than a decade illustrates 

how institutional instability and political deadlock can severely hinder governance 

effectiveness. Moving towards multi-actor selection committees, codified in law and practice, 

appears critical to mitigating this risk. Panels frequently recommended introducing explicit 

criteria for dismissal, since discretionary powers of ministers to remove presidents or chairs 

without justification were found to pose one of the most significant threats to organisational 

independence. 
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6.4. Operational Independence 

 

According to Standard 3.3, operational independence refers to a QA agency’s ability to carry 

out its core activities – such as defining and implementing its procedures and methods, as well 

as nominating and appointing external experts – independently from third parties, including 

higher education institutions, governments, and other stakeholders. While organisational 

independence addresses structural autonomy, operational independence concerns day-to-day 

execution and the de facto control over evaluative processes. ESG Standard 3.3 requires 

agencies to act independently at all stages of external QA, ensuring that all judgments are made 

without pressure or influence. 

 

In Southern Europe, the results show that agencies generally operate with a clear legal mandate 

to design and implement evaluation procedures autonomously. Evaluation activities are 

commonly guided by internal methodological documents approved by technical bodies within 

the agency, often composed of academic and professional experts. External reviewers are 

typically selected from a base of vetted individuals, following internal selection procedures 

designed to prevent conflicts of interest. In many cases, the operational division of labour is 

well defined: evaluation panels draft reports, a separate committee reviews the consistency of 

conclusions, and directors formalise decisions without intervening in content. Such internal 

procedures provide robust safeguards and contribute to stakeholder trust in the procedural 

integrity of these agencies. Some agencies have gone further by formalising integrity teams, 

developing zero-tolerance protocols against external pressure, and requiring all participants – 

including council and appeal committee members – to sign conflict-of-interest and 

independence declarations. 

 

However, despite strong procedural frameworks, certain legal constraints limit full operational 

autonomy. For instance, in some regions, agencies must obtain prior governmental approval for 

hiring staff, engaging external experts, or modifying budget lines. This requirement slows down 

responsiveness, particularly when seeking disciplinary or international expertise. Furthermore, 

public procurement laws and civil service regulations may restrict the agency’s flexibility to 

manage human and financial resources, thereby affecting planning, responsiveness to emerging 

quality challenges, and methodological innovation. While such constraints are common in 

public administrative contexts, they risk compromising the operational agility expected of an 

independent QA body. Review panels have highlighted that when ministries retain discretionary 

authority over key appointments or dismissals, operational independence is effectively curtailed 

even where statutes appear to guarantee autonomy. 

 

In Eastern European systems, agencies often enjoy a high degree of formal autonomy in 

defining evaluation procedures, but this autonomy is sometimes undermined by overlapping 

institutional mandates. For example, national councils or regulatory boards – while separate 

from the agency – may retain the authority to approve procedural changes or select evaluation 

experts. In practice, this arrangement can hinder the agency’s ability to innovate or update its 
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processes in line with evolving ESG standards or international practices. Moreover, expert 

appointment processes may require external approval or validation, which dilutes the agency’s 

control over its own evaluation personnel. Such dependencies introduce risks of delay, 

politicisation, or sectoral bias in expert selection. Several panels explicitly noted cases where 

governing board members consulted their home institutions before taking decisions, 

demonstrating how institutional loyalties may interfere with operational independence in 

practice. 

 

In South-Eastern Europe, operational independence is often constrained by structural 

dependencies on ministerial or inter-institutional bodies. Agencies may be required to seek 

expert nominations from universities, professional associations, or chambers of commerce, 

which can compromise impartiality if the same institutions are also subject to evaluation. In 

some regions, expert selection must be approved by multiple entities – such as sectoral 

committees, higher education institutions’ conferences, or regional authorities – further 

complicating operational control. These multi-actor dependencies not only increase 

administrative complexity but also generate risks of procedural opacity and inconsistent 

application of standards. In extreme cases, accreditation decisions proposed by the agency have 

no legal effect unless confirmed by the ministry, creating a situation where agencies are publicly 

accountable but lack formal authority over outcomes. 

 

In Western and Northern Europe, QA agencies generally enjoy strong organisational 

independence, grounded in explicit legal mandates or statutory frameworks that separate them 

from universities and ministries. Their status as formally autonomous public bodies or agencies 

ensures that no third party – including government or institutional stakeholders – can direct 

their governance, strategic priorities, or operational mission. These frameworks typically define 

clear structures for governing councils or boards, internal quality mechanisms, and separation 

of roles that safeguard agencies’ autonomy in planning and executing their mandate. 

Stakeholders across these systems consistently affirmed that agencies can take operational 

decisions without interference, underpinned by a professional culture of integrity and long-

standing traditions of institutional trust. 

 

In Central Europe, institutional independence has also become robust through deliberate legal 

and organisational design. Agencies are established as independent entities – often non-

governmental or directly budgeted – that operate under legislative backing. Leadership and key 

governance positions are filled through transparent, competitive procedures, and mechanisms 

are in place to ensure the oversight of procedures without interfering in substantive decisions. 

Organisational independence is thus underpinned by formal documentation – such as statutes 

or legislative acts – that explicitly enshrine the agency’s autonomy from governmental and 

institutional influence. Panels have nonetheless drawn attention to delays caused by ministries 

holding veto power over certain procedural reforms, warning that bureaucratic inertia may 

undermine agencies’ ability to adapt their methods to international developments. 
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Moreover, certain operational practices across regions demonstrate resilience and alignment 

with ESG principles. Agencies that establish clear internal separation between governance, 

technical, and evaluative functions are generally more successful in preserving operational 

integrity. For example, having distinct units for methodology development, expert coordination, 

and quality control helps reduce the concentration of influence and safeguards procedural 

impartiality. Furthermore, the use of public calls for external reviewers, accompanied by 

detailed conflict-of-interest declarations and codes of conduct, reinforces transparency and 

trust. These internal safeguards are especially important in contexts where legal independence 

may be ambiguous or contested. The inclusion of international experts in panels has also been 

repeatedly highlighted as an important safeguard, not only against national bias but also as a 

means of strengthening credibility in small systems where networks are dense and conflicts of 

interest are difficult to avoid. 

 

A noteworthy positive trend observed in several regions is the formalisation of procedural 

manuals that regulate every phase of the evaluation process – from expert selection to report 

validation and decision issuance. Such manuals often include timelines, review checkpoints, 

and appeal options, which collectively institutionalise due process and protect the agency from 

ad hoc interventions. The development of these documents is sometimes done in consultation 

with stakeholders, which further legitimises procedures and improves their relevance. Where 

implementation is consistent and transparent, these manuals have proven effective in insulating 

operational decisions from external influence. 

 

The issue of financial autonomy is closely related to operational independence. Agencies across 

all regions face some form of financial constraint, typically due to their reliance on public 

funding or evaluation fees paid by higher education institutions. While public financing can 

help protect agencies from market pressure, it may also expose them to political shifts or 

budgetary limitations. Conversely, in countries where QA agencies operate as private or semi-

private entities – as is the case for several agencies in Central Europe – financial autonomy is 

tied to their ability to compete in a market-based environment, offering accreditations both 

nationally and internationally. Review panels have cautioned that fee-dependence may create 

perceptions of bias towards client institutions, while reliance on state budgets exposes agencies 

to fiscal fluctuations and potential political influence. 

 

Lastly, technological and administrative infrastructure is an often-overlooked factor influencing 

operational independence. Agencies operating in resource-constrained environments may lack 

adequate systems to manage complex evaluation logistics, leading to procedural delays or 

compromised quality. Staffing shortages, especially in legally constrained hiring environments, 

limit the agency’s ability to maintain internal expertise and continuity. In contrast, agencies with 

investment in digital platforms for application management, data analytics, and communication 

have greater flexibility to execute evaluations autonomously and respond to system needs in 

real time. Therefore, operational independence must be assessed not only in terms of legal 

authority but also institutional capability. 
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6.5. Independence of Formal Outcomes 

 

The independence of formal outcomes refers to a QA agency’s authority to make binding 

decisions on accreditation, evaluation results, and quality judgments without the need for 

approval or validation by external actors. According to ESG Standard 3.3, this dimension is 

essential for protecting the objectivity and legitimacy of QA procedures. If accreditation 

outcomes are subject to ministerial ratification, revision, or reversal, the integrity of the agency's 

decision-making process – and the trust of higher education institutions and the public – may 

be significantly undermined. 

 

ENQA review reports consistently indicate that independence in decision-making represents 

one of the most fragile and contested dimensions of agency autonomy. While many agencies 

formally comply with ESG principles, the actual implementation of this standard varies greatly 

across regions and governance systems. Panels often stress that the distinction between 

procedural independence and independence of outcomes must be carefully maintained, as even 

agencies with strong internal structures may lose credibility if final judgments can be delayed, 

amended, or overturned by external authorities. 

 

In highly independent systems, accreditation decisions made by QA agencies are legally 

binding and final. These decisions are issued by internal bodies such as accreditation councils 

or standing commissions composed of independent experts, and they are not subject to further 

governmental review. ENQA panels note that these agencies maintain clear procedural rules, 

public reporting mechanisms, and robust appeal systems, which collectively reinforce the 

credibility of their decisions. Ministries of education in these contexts typically have no role in 

altering or approving accreditation outcomes, ensuring a high level of procedural and 

institutional insulation. In some cases, ministries are explicitly prohibited from intervening in 

outcomes, limiting their role to funding and policy coordination, which further safeguards the 

finality of accreditation decisions. 

 

In Northern and Western Europe, the independence of formal outcomes is generally well 

protected through multi-layered decision-making processes that ensure no single actor or 

stakeholder can exert undue influence. Evaluation panels conduct assessments independently, 

and decisions on accreditation or external review outcomes are made by separate bodies –

typically quality boards or decision committees – whose members are appointed through 

transparent and criteria-based processes. These bodies function independently from government 

and higher education institutions, and their decisions are not subject to ministerial approval. 

Agencies often also have internal appeal mechanisms or external complaints procedures, further 

reinforcing the credibility and autonomy of formal decisions. In some Nordic contexts, ENQA 

reviewers highlighted that independence is further strengthened by a culture of trust and 

professional ethos, meaning that the absence of ministerial veto is not only a legal guarantee 

but also a widely respected norm. 
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In Central European contexts, formal outcome independence has been progressively 

strengthened through structural and procedural safeguards. Agencies operate with decision-

making bodies that are formally distinct from operational units and external actors. While some 

government influence remains in certain appointment procedures (e.g., nominating board 

members), the evaluation outcomes themselves are approved solely within the agency's own 

governing structures. Formal protocols prevent external modification of conclusions or 

interference with the final judgments, and legal frameworks support the binding nature of the 

agency’s decisions. Panels have commended agencies that introduced integrity rules requiring 

board and committee members to act in an individual capacity, not as institutional delegates, 

thereby reducing risks of bias in outcome decisions. These practices enhance legitimacy and 

align the agencies with ESG requirements for impartial, consistent, and independently validated 

outcomes. 

 

By contrast, in Southeastern Europe, the Western Balkans, and parts of the post-Soviet region, 

ENQA reports frequently identify external control over formal outcomes as a key concern. 

Agencies in countries often conduct full accreditation procedures only to have their final 

decisions submitted to government ministries for ratification. In several documented cases, 

ministries have overturned or delayed accreditation decisions – either by rejecting panel 

recommendations, requesting re-evaluations, or conditioning approval on political or financial 

considerations. Reviewers found examples where government authorities explicitly declined to 

enforce negative accreditation outcomes, thereby weakening the agency’s authority and 

confusing accountability structures. These practices not only diminish the authority of the QA 

agency but also create uncertainty for higher education institutions, particularly when decisions 

are delayed or modified after completion of a full review cycle. 

 

Some ENQA panels also raise concerns about conflicts of interest and lack of transparency in 

final decision-making bodies. In certain agencies, the same board that oversees operations also 

issues accreditation decisions, sometimes without adequate separation between evaluative and 

administrative functions. Moreover, when board members are appointed by government entities 

or public universities, the risk of institutional or political bias increases. Panels have underlined 

that situations in which governing board members consult their home institutions before making 

decisions directly contradict ESG principles, since outcome independence must include 

independence from both political and institutional actors. In extreme cases, ENQA reviewers 

have cited the complete absence of an independent final decision-making body, with 

accreditation outcomes fully controlled by ministerial departments. 

 

Nonetheless, several agencies operating under these constraints have begun implementing 

reforms to strengthen the independence of formal outcomes. In some post-Soviet states, 

agencies have established separate accreditation councils composed of academic and external 

experts, introduced formalised appeal mechanisms, or incorporated international panelists to 

enhance impartiality and credibility. While these steps do not always eliminate the need for 

ministerial approval, they provide partial insulation and demonstrate progress toward ESG-
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aligned governance models. Other agencies have taken symbolic but important steps, such as 

publishing all decisions online – even those not legally binding – thereby reinforcing 

accountability to the sector and signalling their commitment to impartial outcomes. 

 

ENQA panels frequently underscore the importance of both perception and procedure. Even in 

cases where the ministry does not formally intervene, the mere possibility of political veto 

power – or historical precedents of interference – can erode trust in the agency’s independence. 

As such, panels recommend that agencies not only establish legal safeguards, but also actively 

communicate their procedural transparency and decision-making autonomy to external 

stakeholders. Ultimately, independence of outcomes is not only a matter of legal status but also 

of credibility, which depends on whether higher education institutions and the public believe 

that accreditation results are immune from political or institutional influence. 

 

Table below summarises the key dimensions of QA agency independence, providing an 

integrated overview of good practices and challenges identified across the ENQA review 

reports, supported by direct quotations from the reports. By synthesising these findings, the 

table offers a comparative lens through which patterns of convergence and divergence among 

agencies can be observed, serving as a foundation for subsequent analytical discussion. 

 

Table 6.1: Dimensions of QA Agency Independence: Challenges, Good Practices, and 

Lessons from ENQA Review Reports 

Good Practices Typical Challenges / Weaknesses 

Inclusion of international experts and 

students in review panels to strengthen 

impartiality and credibility. “All panels include 

an international expert and are selected based 

on transparent procedures. This engagement of 

international experts makes the independence 

even stronger.” 

Over-representation of government-appointed 

members in governing bodies, raising risks of 

political influence. “Almost half of the members of 

the Board are directly proposed by the Minister 

without transparent criteria and can be dismissed 

without reason. This creates a potential risk of 

possible interference.” 

Clear and transparent conflict-of-interest 

rules (e.g. declarations, integrity teams, zero-

tolerance protocols). “The agency adopted a 

protocol of conduct in case of undue pressure, 

with all members signing statements confirming 

independence.” 

Lack of transparent criteria for selection, 

appointment, or dismissal of board members, 

allowing possible external interference. “There are 

no clear criteria for the selection, appointment, and 

dismissal of the Board and the President.” 

Balanced stakeholder representation in 

governance structures (academics, students, 

employers, civil society). “Appointments are 

made following a public selection process 

involving rectors’ conferences, student councils, 

and employers’ representatives.” 

Excessive dominance of academic 

representatives, limiting broader perspectives in 

decision-making. “The main governing body still 

includes only representatives of the academic 

community, which may create a risk of a 

predominantly academic-driven view of QA 

processes.” 
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Good Practices Typical Challenges / Weaknesses 

Independent ethics and appeal committees as 

safeguards. “The agency has developed a code 

of ethics and established a Board of Appeal as 

an additional safeguard of independence.” 

Appeal structures allowing external bodies (e.g. 

ministries, national councils) to overrule agency 

decisions. “The appeal procedure enables the 

National Council to ultimately overrule the 

agency’s decision, which damages the 

independence and integrity of the body.” 

Separation of roles between executive, board, 

and accreditation committees. “Transparency 

and independence would be further safeguarded 

if the positions of Chairperson of the 

Accreditation Committee and Chairperson of 

the Executive Board were separated.” 

Concentration of multiple leadership roles in one 

person, raising risks for credibility and continuity. 

“The Chairperson currently holds almost all key 

leadership roles, concentrating too much power in 

one place.” 

Publication of decisions and reports, ensuring 

transparency and public accountability. “The 

agency published its Governing Board decisions 

on the website even though the Ministry did not 

enforce them, showing strong commitment to 

public accountability.” 

Accreditation decisions not legally binding 

without ministerial approval, creating uncertainty 

for institutions. “Decisions of the agency do not 

have legal value unless enforced by the Ministry, 

creating challenges for independence of formal 

outcomes.” 

Strong stakeholder dialogue while retaining 

methodological autonomy. “The agency 

develops methodologies in consultation with 

stakeholders, but final approval is the sole 

responsibility of the agency director.” 

Highly regulated frameworks (laws, decrees) 

restricting flexibility in adapting methodologies or 

timetables. “The highly regulated framework 

creates obstacles to react to changes in the higher 

education sector, as procedures are embedded in 

legal acts difficult to amend.” 

Agencies recognised as role models in regional 

or international networks. “The agency is seen 

as a leader in the matter of independence across 

the region and has provided practical assistance 

to others where independence was not 

guaranteed.” 

Dependence on single funding sources, with 

limited capacity to manage own revenues or expert 

fees. “The agency is financed from the state budget, 

but cannot manage its own revenues to stimulate 

experts, which affects operational independence.” 

Independent recruitment of staff and experts, 

based on professional criteria. “The agency 

conducts staff recruitment independently; the 

head decides on appointments and all experts 

sign conflict-of-interest declarations.” 

Political delays in updating legal frameworks, 

slowing down reforms or ESG alignment. “The 

agency prepared methodological changes, but 

implementation was delayed due to the 

government’s slow adoption of the new legal 

framework.” 

Use of thematic reporting, data, and 

intelligence to strengthen evidence-based 

independence. “Further development of 

thematic reporting, using data and intelligence, 

could enhance the agency’s role and reinforce 

its independence.” 

Blurred boundaries between closely linked 

bodies in dual-entity systems, causing confusion 

about responsibilities. “Although both entities are 

independent, they are inevitably interdependent, 

and this sometimes creates uncertainty among 

institutions regarding the final decision.” 
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6.6. Conclusion 

 

Drawing on evidence from ENQA external reviews, the analysis synthesises regional patterns 

of agency independence across EHEA. The findings demonstrate that while legal frameworks 

almost universally declare formal autonomy, the substantive conditions necessary to guarantee 

genuine independence remain unevenly implemented. Independence, as conceived in ESG 

Standard 3.3, is revealed as a dynamic construct shaped by governance traditions, institutional 

cultures, and broader political contexts. 

 

Organisational independence, though frequently codified in law, is often limited by governance 

structures dominated either by political authorities or by representatives of large public 

universities. Across multiple regions, governing boards lack pluralism, with minimal 

representation from students, civil society, or employers. Appointment procedures for directors 

and board members are frequently politicised or opaque, undermining the principle of 

impartiality. Some agencies continue to operate under outdated statutes that no longer reflect 

ESG standards, with reforms delayed by legislative inertia. This demonstrates that statutory 

alignment alone does not suffice; independence must be continuously renewed through 

transparent, competence-based appointments and the inclusion of diverse stakeholder 

perspectives. Notably, where agencies have proactively revised governance models –

introducing multi-stakeholder boards or enforcing structural separation between governance 

and evaluation functions – positive change has been observed, signalling that deliberate 

institutional design can offset structural vulnerabilities. 

 

In Central and Eastern Europe, where the legacies of socialist governance and hierarchical state 

control continue to shape administrative cultures, agencies often struggle to translate formal 

guarantees into practice. Ministries and government councils may retain powers of 

appointment, budgetary oversight, or ratification of decisions, thereby blurring the line between 

independence and state control. Appeal procedures frequently remain embedded within 

ministerial structures or councils with overlapping mandates, raising doubts about impartiality. 

By contrast, in some Southern European contexts, independence is formally robust but 

hampered by highly prescriptive regulatory traditions. Here the challenge is not overt 

interference but regulatory rigidity, which restricts innovation, slows responsiveness, and 

reduces agencies’ capacity to adapt procedures to evolving system needs. These divergent 

patterns underscore how both excessive centralisation and overregulation can erode 

independence, albeit through different pathways. 

 

Western and Northern Europe offer a contrasting picture, where independence is more deeply 

embedded within long-standing traditions of academic autonomy, professional trust, and 

transparent governance. In these contexts, agencies are widely respected as impartial evaluators, 

with operational autonomy safeguarded by strong conflict-of-interest policies, transparent 

appointment mechanisms, and balanced representation of stakeholders. Independence is not 

only legally enshrined but culturally normalised, reinforced by a professional ethos shared 
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across staff, experts, and committee members. In several smaller or transitional systems, 

encouraging reforms have also been noted: agencies have strengthened independence by 

internationalising expert panels, adopting integrity mechanisms, and introducing zero-tolerance 

policies against undue pressure. Some have even become regional role models, leveraging peer 

networks to inspire neighbouring systems – demonstrating that institutional credibility can 

transcend national boundaries and be reinforced through transnational professionalisation. 

 

Operational independence, while more consistently addressed than outcome independence, 

remains vulnerable to external constraints. Agencies in several regions have implemented 

robust internal procedures – such as conflict-of-interest frameworks, detailed procedural 

manuals, and transparent recruitment of experts – that align with ESG expectations. Yet 

operational autonomy is often curtailed by restrictions on staffing, budgetary controls, or 

overlapping mandates with other regulatory bodies. This highlights a paradox: even when 

agencies control their methodologies, their ability to act with agility is constrained by external 

approval requirements or resource dependencies, limiting their capacity for innovation. Where 

agencies enjoy financial stability, invest in digital infrastructure, and separate governance from 

operational units, operational independence is far stronger, reinforcing both credibility and 

trust. 

 

The independence of formal outcomes emerges as the most fragile dimension of agency 

autonomy. In some systems, accreditation decisions remain subject to ministerial ratification or 

can be overturned by political or institutional actors, thereby undermining the credibility of the 

evaluation process. ENQA panels have repeatedly warned that such practices erode public trust, 

create uncertainty for HEIs, and blur accountability between agencies and governments. Even 

when ministries refrain from intervening, the mere possibility of political veto – particularly 

where precedent exists – creates a climate of perceived dependence. By contrast, agencies in 

more consolidated systems have successfully insulated decision-making bodies from external 

influence, ensuring that final judgments rest solely with independent councils or committees. 

Appeal procedures, when designed to be transparent and distinct from political authorities, 

further reinforce impartiality and credibility. 

 

Across all dimensions, transparency emerges as a critical safeguard. Agencies that publish their 

procedures, decisions, and codes of conduct build resilience against undue influence and 

demonstrate accountability to the sector and wider society. ENQA recommendations 

consistently highlight the need for clear, competence-based criteria in appointments, stronger 

financial autonomy, and structural separation of governance and decision-making roles. Equally 

important, however, is attention to informal determinants: professional ethos, trust among 

stakeholders, and the cultural acceptance of impartiality. These ‘soft’ factors often prove 

decisive in contexts where formal safeguards are weak or contested. 

 

In direct response to the research questions, the analysis concludes that the main determinants 

of QA agency independence lie in legal frameworks, governance composition, control over 
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resources, and insulation from political or institutional interference. Formal characteristics of 

independence are widely codified, yet their substantive enactment remains mediated by 

historical legacies, administrative traditions, and cultural norms. Independence is therefore best 

understood as a relational construct, continuously negotiated between agencies, governments, 

institutions, and stakeholders. 

 

In summary, while formal autonomy is a necessary foundation, it is insufficient to guarantee 

meaningful independence. As noted in the literature (Maggetti, 2007; Hanretty and Koop, 

2013), the rule of law and the presence of veto players – such as ministries and other 

stakeholders – significantly shape whether formal guarantees translate into practice.  At the 

same time, the document-based analysis reveals an important limitation: while ENQA review 

reports show how independence is formally codified and assessed, they provide only limited 

insight into how these frameworks are enacted in everyday practice. To address this gap, the 

following chapter draws on interview evidence, offering a crucial complement by illustrating 

how formal provisions are interpreted, negotiated, and at times contested in the daily work of 

QA agencies and their stakeholders. 
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7. COMPARATIVE INSIGHTS FROM QA LEADERS AND ASSOCIATIONS 

ACROSS REGIONS 

 

7.1. Introduction 

 

In this chapter, the research is deepened through the presentation of findings from a series of 

semi-structured interviews with senior leaders of QA agencies and key stakeholders at the 

European level. While the previous chapter provided a structural and documentary perspective 

– based on ENQA external reviews – this chapter shifts the focus to the lived experience of 

autonomy as articulated by those who lead, negotiate, and defend it in practice. The aim in this 

chapter is threefold. First, an understanding is sought of how QA agency leaders and leaders of 

QA associations perceive the determinants of institutional independence within their specific 

legal, political, and organisational contexts (RQ1). Second, these perspectives are used to 

examine how formal independence is embedded within national governance systems and how 

it varies across regional models (RQ2). Third, the extent to which legal autonomy translates 

into actual operational freedom is interrogated, as well as how cultural norms, legacy systems, 

and political dynamics mediate this relationship (RQ3). 

 

Unlike structural indicators or compliance assessments, which primarily quantify formal 

attributes of independence, the interview data offer a contextual and interpretive lens. They 

allow for an in-depth understanding of how independence is conceptualised by practitioners in 

leadership positions, how they perceive constraints or sources of vulnerability, and how they 

articulate strategies to preserve institutional independence within politically or administratively 

sensitive environments. This qualitative approach aligns with Patton’s (2014) emphasis on 

capturing variation in lived experiences and meanings across institutional contexts. As Bryman 

(2016) and Maxwell (2013) argue, qualitative interviews are particularly suited for uncovering 

the subjective dimensions of organisational processes and the interaction between formal 

structures and practical realities. The interview data thus provide insights not only into formal 

frameworks but also into tacit norms, relational dynamics, and professional judgments that 

shape the operational autonomy of QA agencies. 

 

Together with the preceding document-based analysis, the interview evidence illustrates why a 

dual approach was necessary: review reports reveal how independence is formally codified and 

assessed, while interviews uncover how these frameworks are enacted. The two perspectives 

are therefore complementary – structural analysis shows what is prescribed, whereas qualitative 

insights reveal how independence is lived and sustained within diverse governance 

environments. 

 

The chapter begins by outlining the methodological framework, including interview design, 

participant selection, and the thematic coding process used to analyse the data. It then proceeds 

with a detailed comparative analysis structured around core dimensions of independence: 

structural and legal autonomy, financial sustainability, political influence, stakeholder 
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perceptions, and organizational governance and culture. The final sections discuss regional 

variations and draw attention to good practices and structural risks, offering a grounded and 

multi-layered perspective on how QA agency independence is conceptualized and exercised in 

the EHEA today. 

 

7.2. Methodology 

 

To research how leaders of QA agencies and leader of QA associations understand and navigate 

the concept of institutional independence in their respective governance contexts, a qualitative 

research design based on semi-structured interviews was adopted. This methodological choice 

enabled the exploration of the practical realities, lived experiences, and internal dilemmas faced 

by those who lead QA systems across the EHEA. Between 2023 and 2024, interviews were 

conducted with a) senior representatives of QA agencies—including directors, board members, 

and senior managers and b) senior representatives of ENQA, CEENQA, and ECA.  

 

Interviews were conducted with participants from four regional clusters:  

(1) Slovenia, regarded as the author’s home country and as a representative of Central 

European QA governance; 

(2) the Western Balkans, comprising three countries, where post-socialist and transitional 

systems pose distinct challenges to institutional independence;  

(3) EU and Nordic countries, represented by three countries with well-established and 

institutionally embedded QA frameworks; and  

(4) Eastern Partnership and neighbouring states, consisting of three countries, where QA 

agencies operate under conditions of regulatory volatility, administrative reform, and political 

uncertainty.  

 

This regional diversity – spanning ten countries in total – enables a comparative approach that 

highlights both shared challenges and region-specific constraints without overemphasising 

national particularities. In addition to agency representatives, the study includes interviews with 

high-level stakeholders from key QA networks – ENQA, CEENQA, and the ECA – to 

contextualize national experiences within the broader European QA discourse. These actors 

offer a meta-perspective on agency independence, including trends, tensions, and policy 

priorities observed at the regional and international levels. 

 

The selection of these regional clusters and stakeholder groups was also informed by 

methodological and theoretical considerations outlined in the research design. Including 

Slovenia allowed for an embedded national case study, where insider knowledge of regulatory 

traditions and institutional practices could be critically examined within a wider European 

frame. The Western Balkans were chosen as a paradigmatic example of transitional governance 

systems, where the interplay between EU accession and domestic political fragility continues 

to shape the autonomy of QA agencies (Bieber, 2018; Subotić, 2011). EU and Nordic countries, 

by contrast, represent consolidated models of QA independence, providing benchmarks for 
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established best practices and highlighting how professional cultures and traditions of trust 

mitigate risks of interference (Harvey, 2024; Alberto, 2015; Harvey and Stensaker, 2008). The 

Eastern Partnership and neighbouring states introduced a counterpoint, where geopolitical 

pressures, donor-driven reforms, and fragile institutional settings make the sustainability of 

independence particularly contested (Silova, 2009; Tomusk, 2006). Taken together, this 

selection ensured both heterogeneity and comparability: it captured systems at different stages 

of institutional maturity, embeddedness, and political development, while also allowing for 

cross-regional contrasts that illuminate how structural safeguards and cultural practices interact 

across contexts. By including both national actors and European-level organisations, the design 

further allowed triangulation between bottom-up experiences and top-down normative 

frameworks, thereby reinforcing the analytical robustness and validity of the study. 

 

The interviews were carried out in the participants’ preferred language – English, Slovenian, or 

Serbo-Croatian – and were held either in person or via secure online platforms such as Zoom, 

depending on logistical feasibility. All interviews were recorded with informed consent. 

Transcriptions were produced either manually (for interviews conducted in Slovenian or Serbo-

Croatian) or using online transcription software (for English interviews), followed by careful 

review and correction to ensure accuracy. 

 

The interview protocol was structured around ten thematic areas derived from the dissertation’s 

conceptual framework and aligned with ESG Standard 3.3. These areas included: the national 

and cultural context; legislative and governance structures; operational autonomy; stakeholder 

accountability; external pressures; organizational culture and professionalism; ethical 

standards; financial sustainability; and policy recommendations. This structure allowed for both 

consistency across interviews and contextual flexibility, enabling participants to elaborate on 

themes most relevant to their institutional experience. 

 

Data analysis followed a thematic coding approach, combining both inductive and deductive 

reasoning. The process began with repeated readings of the interview transcripts to ensure 

familiarity with the data. Initial codes were then developed based on the predefined themes but 

were further expanded to accommodate emerging issues and region-specific concerns. These 

codes were organized into broader analytical categories, which were then compared across 

regional clusters to identify patterns, divergences, and shared challenges. Through an iterative 

process of validation and refinement, the thematic structure was consolidated into five 

overarching areas that reflect the most salient dimensions of QA agency independence: (1) 

structural and legal autonomy, (2) financial sustainability, (3) political influence, (4) stakeholder 

perceptions, and (5) organizational governance and culture. 
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7.3. Regional Cluster Findings: EU, Western Balkans, Eastern Partnership, Slovenia 

 

The interviews conducted with senior representatives of QA agencies demonstrate that the 

independence of QA bodies is rarely reducible to legal status alone. Rather, it emerges from the 

interplay of multiple structural, political, financial, and cultural factors that collectively define 

the space in which agencies operate. While formal independence is nearly universal – enshrined 

in statutes, bylaws, or regulations – the capacity to act autonomously in practice varies markedly 

between systems. These differences are deeply rooted in national governance traditions, 

political cultures, and the institutional histories of higher education. 

 

One of the most frequently cited determinants of independence relates to the appointment of 

leadership. Participants from Western and Nordic countries emphasized the strength of 

governance models specifically designed to shield agency leadership from undue political 

interference. As one Nordic respondent explained, “We have a Nordic model and Nordic values 

– not only in research and education but throughout public institutions.” These models are 

typically structured around multi-stakeholder boards, transparent appointment procedures, and 

legal safeguards that distribute authority and prevent the concentration of power within political 

or ministerial hands. 

 

Underlying this structural arrangement is a deeply embedded normative commitment to trust 

and institutional stability. As one interviewee noted, “Regarding trust – I think trust is quite soft. 

It can be destroyed very fast. It takes a very long time to build it up.” In this context, trust is not 

only interpersonal but also systemic, shaping how public institutions relate to one another over 

time. The value placed on stable, professional bureaucracy was also highlighted: “Politicians 

come and go. Bureaucracy stays. So they are stable. They are not connected to the political.” 

This sentiment reflects a cultural distinction between transient political actors and long-standing 

civil institutions, which form the bedrock of operational continuity. 

 

The interview data also illustrate that, in several Nordic systems, QA agencies are treated not 

as passive implementers of ministry policy but as equal partners in shaping regulatory 

frameworks. One participant described this dynamic as follows: “When the ministry wants to 

do changes in regulations or make new regulations – we are a partner in writing these 

regulations, actually.” This suggests a model of policy co-creation, grounded in mutual respect 

and underpinned by shared public service values. 

 

In terms of practical recommendations, respondents consistently pointed to the importance of a 

shared vision and internal cohesion within the agency: “First, common understanding – and 

trust. I think it's a common understanding in staff and leadership.” This internal alignment is 

seen as essential not only for organisational integrity but also for resisting external pressures. 

Finally, the role of competence and expertise was repeatedly underscored as a foundation of 

both credibility and autonomy: “Good competence. Good competence.” Though stated simply, 

this repetition underlines a consensus view that independence is not only a structural condition 
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but also a function of the agency’s ability to carry out its mandate with professionalism and 

expertise. 

 

In stark contrast, several interviewees from the Western Balkans and Eastern Partnership 

regions described appointment procedures as highly vulnerable to political influence, 

particularly in cases where the ministry of education retains the power to appoint or dismiss the 

agency’s director. In the words of one Central European agency head, “You can have 

independence written into the law, but if the minister appoints the director, controls the budget, 

and reviews your decisions, it’s only formal – it’s not real.” 

 

This tension between de jure and de facto independence was echoed throughout the interviews. 

In some countries, changes in government have led to abrupt leadership turnover, strategic 

discontinuity, and even shifts in evaluative priorities. “I'm pretty sure the political independence 

is the most important,” noted one respondent from Eastern Europe. “Even though it was 

mentioned in the legislation and formally we are independent in different aspects, there still 

were issues and attempts to influence this point.” Such patterns point to a disconnect between 

legal frameworks and political culture, in which formal safeguards are not always sufficient to 

prevent informal pressure. 

 

This dynamic is particularly visible in the legislative processes that govern QA agencies 

themselves. In systems with weaker institutional stability, legal reforms intended to strengthen 

agency autonomy are frequently delayed or obstructed by political volatility. One agency 

representative from a transitioning system described the institutional inertia as follows: “The 

process of changing the law has been very slow and complicated. Initially, we lacked sufficient 

resources, which made the work more difficult. Nevertheless, we participated in forming a 

working group and submitted our proposals, which were taken into account. When the drafting 

of the new law began, the government changed. The new government continued the process, 

and we sent them the same proposals again. Then a third government came in and continued 

the process, but overall, everything is moving very slowly.” This account illustrates how 

political instability–even in the absence of overt interference–can erode the agency’s capacity 

to institutionalise reforms that would safeguard its independence. The result is a regulatory 

environment in which legal improvements are constantly deferred, and agencies operate in a 

state of prolonged provisionally. 

 

A recurring theme in the interviews was the importance of financial autonomy. Agencies 

operating in robust systems reported diversified income streams – through fees for accreditation 

services, consultancy work, and participation in international projects – that afford them 

budgetary flexibility and strategic independence. Respondents from Northern Europe, for 

example, described how financial diversification enables long-term planning and insulates their 

agencies from political pressure. In contrast, interviewees from Southeastern and Eastern 

European systems often identified single-source public funding as a key vulnerability. 

“Sometimes funding delays are used to show disapproval, to remind us who holds the keys,” 
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explained one agency director. In these cases, financial dependency serves as a subtle but 

effective mechanism of influence, shaping agency behaviour without explicit intervention. 

 

A cross-cutting concern raised by multiple respondents was also the need for greater 

transparency in decision-making processes – particularly in the selection of experts and the 

publication of evaluation outcomes. As one interviewee openly acknowledged, “We made a 

mistake by only publishing positive results; all outcomes – positive or negative – should be 

made public.” This admission reflects a growing awareness that transparency is not merely a 

procedural obligation, but a foundational element of public trust in QA. However, participants 

also warned of a deeply rooted societal resistance to full transparency, particularly in countries 

where public institutions are frequently subjected to political or media scrutiny. In such 

contexts, “public opinion can be damaging to institutions if information is misrepresented,” 

warned one respondent from the Western Balkans. As such, communication strategies must be 

carefully managed – not to obscure information, but to ensure it is interpreted responsibly and 

in context. 

 

Agencies and their governance structures must therefore define clear responsibilities for 

communication and public engagement, while also fostering a broader societal understanding 

of what transparency entails. It is essential, several participants noted, that citizens and 

institutions alike become accustomed to a culture in which openness is standard–not 

exceptional. “If citizens are not satisfied with the response they receive, they should reach out 

to the relevant ministry – and vice versa,” explained one participant, highlighting the 

importance of reciprocal accountability. At the same time, a clear distinction must be 

maintained between formal accountability (e.g. to a ministry or regulatory body) and public 

expectations. The work of QA agencies, even when structured as independent legal entities, 

ultimately serves the public interest. Fulfilling this mission requires not only technical rigor and 

legal safeguards, but also transparent practices that uphold legitimacy in the eyes of the broader 

academic and civic community. 

 

Another dimension of constrained independence discussed by respondents relates to 

uncoordinated legal reforms and shifting institutional mandates. A participant from an Eastern 

Partnership country reported that the government amended the legal framework governing QA 

without any prior consultation with the agency. As a result, the agency suddenly found itself 

responsible for additional areas beyond its original mandate. “Government made changes to 

the legal framework without consulting us, which resulted in us being responsible for new areas 

unexpectedly,” the respondent explained. Although these changes were later framed as a form 

of institutional recognition – “the government recognized our activities and delegated 

additional tasks to us” –the manner in which they were implemented was seen as problematic. 

“It would have been better if they had consulted us beforehand. Instead, they simply assigned 

all these responsibilities without coordination, leaving us to manage as best we can.” This 

example illustrates how, even in cases where statutory independence exists on paper, a lack of 

inter-institutional coordination can significantly undermine functional autonomy. When 
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governments reconfigure agency roles unilaterally – without prior consultation, capacity 

assessment, or transitional support – they risk overburdening the system and weakening both 

the agency’s effectiveness and its credibility. 

 

In addition, several participants – particularly from Southeastern Europe–highlighted the 

importance of international cooperation and communication between QA agencies. “Some of 

the problems we face have already been solved elsewhere, but they become complicated here,” 

one respondent observed. Sharing of good practices through structured dialogue, joint projects, 

and inter-agency peer learning was seen as essential for institutional development. Yet, as 

interviewees noted, this requires the active willingness of all parties involve – including 

agencies, ministries, and universities – to engage in mutual learning. International cooperation 

is not merely an accessory but a strategic tool for capacity-building, especially in systems where 

domestic reforms may be slow or politically constrained. 

 

Two respondents from Eastern Partnership countries highlighted a governance innovation they 

considered exemplary: the election of board members by an independent international 

committee composed of representatives from European organisations and international experts. 

This practice was seen as a safeguard not only against domestic political interference but also 

as a mechanism to embed ESG-aligned values directly into the agency’s leadership structures. 

It also served to enhance credibility at the European level, especially in contexts where national 

institutional trust is still being consolidated. 

 

At the same time, interviewees from the Western Balkans stressed that external actors must take 

care to understand the specific political, legal, and cultural contexts in which agencies operate. 

One participant remarked, “The existing system is complex, but we are making efforts to 

improve things within this framework.’’ Accordingly, comparisons with other countries – 

especially more mature QA systems – must be contextualised, as transplanting foreign models 

without adaptation often leads to misunderstandings or unintended consequences. Recognising 

the uniqueness of national contexts is therefore a prerequisite for meaningful cooperation and 

support within the EHEA. 

 

A further complexity, particularly salient in some EU member states, concerns the coexistence 

of multiple QA agencies within a single national system – often comprising both publicly 

mandated and privately operated bodies. In such contexts, agencies face dilemmas around 

legitimacy, formalisation, and methodological coherence. Respondents noted that where several 

agencies operate in parallel – with national mandates and others offering international 

accreditation services – the consistency and comparability of evaluations can become 

problematic. One participant candidly remarked, “The most different is that they use our 

assessment guide which, I told you, is based on the ESG. I will say the accreditation council 

will hate me for this, but I will say we are not as formalized.” This reflection highlights 

perceived discrepancies not only in procedures but also in the underlying ethos of QA –
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particularly between agencies adhering strictly to ESG-aligned national frameworks and those 

adopting more flexible, market-driven models. 

 

Such pluralistic systems, while offering institutional choice, also risk undermining the 

standardisation and coherence that ESG implementation seeks to promote across the EHEA. 

The presence of competing agencies – some of which may be international, private, or only 

loosely regulated – raises questions about the alignment of methodologies, transparency in 

decision-making, and the accountability of outcomes. Moreover, it can lead to confusion among 

higher education institutions, who may perceive the system as fragmented or lacking in 

comparability. In these cases, ensuring mutual recognition, establishing common minimum 

standards, and defining clear rules for cross-border operations become essential policy 

challenges. 

 

The respondents from QA agencies outlined that the role of ENQA and EQAR is extremely 

relevant, as they provide overarching frameworks for ensuring that even diverse or specialised 

agencies maintain a shared baseline of quality, independence, and transparency. Some 

respondents from plural QA systems viewed ENQA membership and external reviews as 

anchors of credibility, helping to distinguish robust agencies from those operating with minimal 

oversight. As one noted, “It’s our connection to the European standards that gives us authority. 

Without that, we’d be just another provider in the market.” This underscores the value of cross-

border frameworks not only for external accountability but also for enhancing legitimacy in 

increasingly complex national QA ecosystems. On the other hand, one leader of QA agency 

outlined raised the concern that “associations such as ENQA and EQAR often adopt a rather 

strict stance towards agencies from countries that are not EU members or are only associate 

members of ENQA, which can slow down or complicate their accession to the organisation. By 

contrast, when assessing compliance with Standard 3.3 (Independence), a somewhat softer or 

more flexible approach can be observed in relation to agencies from EU member states, 

particularly with regard to the appointment of the chief executive of a QA agency.’’ Such 

asymmetry may give rise to questions about fairness, equal treatment, and the actual 

consistency with which ESG are applied. 

 

Perceptions of independence among external stakeholders were equally significant. In mature 

QA systems, agencies are viewed as neutral public bodies with a mandate to uphold quality 

standards independently of political agendas or institutional self-interest. As one Nordic agency 

representative observed, “Trust is cultivated through procedural transparency, clearly 

documented criteria, and publicly accessible decisions.’’ However, in more volatile contexts, 

agencies are often perceived as administrative extensions of government. This perception is 

particularly acute where agencies are physically located within ministry buildings, share 

administrative infrastructure, or require ministerial ratification of their decisions. “We should 

have more stability in our activity,” reflected one respondent from Southeastern Europe. “But 

the changing political situation makes it very difficult. Sometimes, we feel it would be better not 

to be formally delegated if we can't function independently.” 
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In politically sensitive environments, transparency was not only presented as a normative 

principle but also as a deliberate defensive strategy. “Transparency and international 

collaboration were our defence,” explained one senior official. “We publicly announced 

everything. When there were attempts to change the legislation, we responded with public 

statements and openness.” By opening up internal processes and aligning with European peers, 

some agencies were able to deter interference and bolster their credibility among domestic 

stakeholders. 

 

Several interviewees underscored the importance of internal professionalism and ethical 

integrity. Agencies that actively fostered a culture of procedural consistency, role clarity, and 

evidence-based practice were perceived as more resilient, even in the face of structural 

constraints. As one European stakeholder noted, “There is a need to have very strong formal 

mechanisms in place–checks and balances – to prevent a minister abusing the formal power to 

appoint or dismiss a director.” At the same time, the challenge of limited institutional capacity 

was evident. “If you're working with a limited number of staff, a limited budget, and a limited 

number of days in the week, thematic analysis is the thing you drop. You have to keep the core 

business going,” explained one interviewee, illustrating how under-resourced agencies may 

struggle to fulfil their full mandate regardless of formal independence. 

 

The interviews provide an empirical support for the proposition that formal autonomy, while 

necessary, is insufficient in the absence of stable leadership, financial control, stakeholder trust, 

and a professional organizational culture. Independence, as experienced by those leading QA 

agencies, is as much about navigating power dynamics and managing perceptions as it is about 

adhering to legal mandates. The challenge lies in translating statutory provisions into 

institutional resilience – a task that demands not only structural reform but also cultural 

transformation. 

 

7.4. Contrasting Perspectives of QA Agency Leaders and Associations (ENQA, 

CEENQA, ECA) 

 

The other groups of stakeholders interviewed included senior representatives of ENQA, 

CEENQA, and ECA, who provided critical reflections on the ways in which the principle of 

independence is promoted, assessed, and supported across the EHEA. Their insights offered a 

broader systemic perspective, shedding light on the role of regional and European-level 

networks in fostering shared standards, facilitating peer learning, and ensuring consistency in 

external quality assurance practices. These perspectives also contributed to understanding how 

different frameworks and review mechanisms interact to reinforce both the structural and 

cultural dimensions of agency independence. 

 

According to the representative of the management of ENQA, the organisation plays a central 

role in promoting independence through the external review process required for membership. 
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Agencies must demonstrate compliance with ESG Standard 3.3, which explicitly addresses 

three types of independence: organizational, operational, and independence of outcomes. The 

ENQA representative emphasized that although formal compliance is often achieved, the real 

test lies in operational culture and the credibility of decision-making processes. The ENQA 

respondent acknowledged that in several EHEA countries–particularly those undergoing 

structural reforms—agencies may meet legal requirements while still struggling with informal 

interference or financial dependency. 

 

ENQA encourages agencies to approach reviews not merely as an audit exercise, but as a 

developmental opportunity, fostering internal dialogue and improvement. The ENQA 

representative also noted that the ‘’diversity of political systems across Europe necessitates 

flexible but principled interpretations of ESG, adapted to national contexts.’’ At the same time, 

the ENQA respondent stressed that recurrent issues–such as political appointments, conditional 

funding, or ministerial validation of decisions–remain red flags, even when presented within 

legally compliant frameworks. 

 

In this context, the other leadership representative of ENQA underscored the broader rationale 

behind accountability and QA in higher education. The respondent stated:  

 

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 QA is a really important thing 

to do. 

 

The respondent further reflected on the role of the ESG framework in this process, noting that: 

“The standards are agreed expectations for institutions, for QA agencies and the QA of 

agencies. But the guidelines are there to help us – they are good practice. 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.” 

 

One of the most emphasized themes was the critical role of strong legal and procedural 

safeguards. A representative from a European QA network noted that while formal frameworks 

are essential, “there need to be very strong formal mechanisms in place – checks and balances 

–  to prevent a minister abusing the formal power that they have to appoint or dismiss a director, 

for example.” This highlights the ongoing tension between formal independence and potential 

political overreach, even in systems where agency statutes appear robust. 
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The interviews also underscored that the maturity of the QA system plays a significant role in 

shaping the agency’s position. As ECA respondent remarked, “The first thing is probably the 

maturity of the agency in terms of how long it's been operating and perhaps in the region where 

they come from.” More mature agencies tend to have institutionalised practices and stronger 

reputations, which serve as protective buffers against political or stakeholder pressures. In 

contrast, newer agencies, particularly in countries undergoing governance reforms, may be 

more exposed to fluctuations in policy and public trust. A leadership representative from 

CEENQA provided insights from the Central and Eastern European context, where the network 

serves as a platform for national agencies navigating post-socialist legacies, legal reform, and 

political instability. While many agencies have progressed significantly in aligning with ESG 

standards, the interviewee highlighted persistent governance vulnerabilities, especially related 

to leadership appointment and resource control. He argued that real independence cannot be 

achieved solely through law; it must be supported by balanced board structures, diversified 

funding models, and internal professionalism. 

 

The same representative underscored that ‘’transparency is one of the key values in 

safeguarding agency independence.’’ The respondent voiced concern that some Western 

stakeholders continue to approach Central and Eastern European agencies in a patronising 

manner, rather than fostering genuine peer relationships. In his view, double standards still may 

exist, particularly in how compliance and performance are assessed between Western and 

Eastern agencies. The respondent stressed the need for greater support mechanisms to help 

Eastern and post-transition countries fully integrate into the European QA community, 

including improved pathways toward ENQA membership. The respondent also warned that 

some ‘’agencies – especially private ones – face specific challenges due to the market-driven 

nature of international evaluations and accreditations, where commercial incentives can risk 

compromising the integrity of QA processes.‘’ This concern mirrors broader debates about the 

balance between competition, quality, and credibility in an increasingly globalised higher 

education landscape. 

 

A board member of the ECA emphasized the ‘’added value of cross-border cooperation in 

enhancing agency independence.’’ According to this stakeholder, internationalisation forces 

agencies to benchmark their governance against international standards and helps dilute 

domestic political pressures. Agencies that participate in cross-border accreditation projects or 

operate within multi-agency systems benefit from institutional pluralism, which not only 

increases competition but also reinforces accountability through comparison. The respondent 

also stressed that the quality of governance is essential: “Independence without professionalism 

is hollow, and professionalism without independence is dangerous.” In this view, European-

level cooperation offers protection through visibility – agencies that are integrated into 

transnational networks are less vulnerable to unilateral political interference. ECA advocates 

for transparency, balanced governance, and ethics frameworks as key pillars of credibility. At 

the same time, he warned that competitive systems require rigorous quality control mechanisms 

to avoid market-driven compromises on academic standards. 
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Table 7.1 presents a comparison between the perspectives of QA agency leaders at the national 

level and those of European and regional associations. National leaders describe independence 

as a daily practice that must be constantly negotiated, shaped by political influence, financial 

dependency, and cultural factors. Their focus is on practical safeguards, transparency, and the 

continuity of operations in volatile governance settings. Associations, on the other hand, 

emphasise independence as a normative principle embedded in the ESG framework and 

validated through external review. They highlight systemic safeguards such as professional 

ethos, peer learning, and international cooperation, which are seen as buffers against domestic 

pressures. The comparison illustrates how local operational concerns intersect with broader 

European standards and collective professional values. 

 

Table 7.1: QA Leaders vs. QA Associations 

Dimension 
QA Agency Leaders (National 

level) 

QA Associations (ENQA, CEENQA, 

ECA – European/Regional level) 

View of 

Independence 

Independence is a daily practice, 

constantly negotiated; legal 

autonomy alone is insufficient 

without financial and cultural 

safeguards. 

Independence is a normative principle, 

embedded in ESG standards; compliance 

must be demonstrated and externally 

validated. 

Main Challenges 

Identified 

- Political influence in director 

appointments and board 

composition.  

- Financial dependency on 

ministries.  

- Uncoordinated legal reforms and 

shifting mandates.  

- Limited transparency and societal 

trust in some contexts. 

- Persistent political appointments, 

conditional funding, and ministerial 

ratification undermine independence.  

- Double standards between Western and 

Eastern agencies.  

- Marketisation risks in private or plural 

QA systems. 

Cultural / Informal 

Factors 

- Trust and professionalism crucial 

to autonomy (esp. Nordic model).  

- Internal cohesion and staff 

competence seen as key.  

- Transparency both a safeguard 

and a communication challenge in 

politically sensitive contexts. 

- Emphasis on professional ethos and 

shared European values (co-creation).  

- Transparency, ethics, and peer-learning 

as systemic safeguards.  

- Internationalisation dilutes domestic 

political risks. 

Good Practices 

- Multi-stakeholder boards with 

transparent appointment rules. 

 - Conflict-of-interest procedures, 

integrity protocols, and 

international experts in panels.  

- Structured training and peer-

learning among experts. 

- ENQA: reviews as developmental 

opportunities, not audits.  

- CEENQA: peer learning, support for 

post-socialist systems.  

- ECA: cross-border cooperation, 

benchmarking, plural QA models. 



126 

 

Dimension 
QA Agency Leaders (National 

level) 

QA Associations (ENQA, CEENQA, 

ECA – European/Regional level) 

Strategic Priorities 

- Strengthen financial sustainability 

and reduce single-source 

dependence.  

- Ensure transparency in expert 

selection and outcomes. 

- Safeguard from political volatility 

and ensure continuity. 

- ENQA: reinforce compliance with ESG 

3.3. - CEENQA: level playing field for 

Eastern/transition systems, fight double 

standards.  

- ECA: credibility in cross-border QA. 

Role of 

Internationalisation 

Seen as both support and pressure: 

international peers provide 

credibility, but external models 

must be adapted to national 

contexts. 

Viewed as a protective mechanism: 

cross-border cooperation strengthens 

legitimacy, accountability, and resilience 

against domestic pressures. 

 

 

7.5. Conclusion 

 

The interviews conducted with QA agency leaders and European-level stakeholders offer 

insights into the multidimensional nature of QA agency independence across the EHEA. In 

addressing RQ1, it is clear that independence is never reducible to legal status alone. Rather, it 

emerges from an interplay of structural, political, financial, and cultural factors, which together 

shape the actual scope for agency autonomy. Stakeholders from Northern and Western Europe 

described independence as a deeply embedded institutional norm, protected through long-

standing governance models, transparent appointment procedures, and a professional 

bureaucracy underpinned by trust. By contrast, participants from the Western Balkans and 

Eastern Partnership countries portrayed independence as fragile, continuously contested by 

political interference, financial dependency, and legal ambiguities. These divergent 

perspectives reflect broader systemic differences in administrative cultures and public 

governance traditions (Stensaker and Harvey, 2011; Demšar, 2022, 2024). 

 

With respect to RQ2, the formal dimensions of independence are clearly articulated in ESG 

Standard 3.3, which distinguishes organisational, operational, and outcome independence. 

Many agencies have formally enshrined these principles in law or institutional charters, and in 

mature systems, these are reinforced by diversified funding models and plural governance 

boards. Yet in transitional and post-socialist systems, formal frameworks often fail to translate 

into practice. Agencies continue to face executive overreach, politicised appointments, and 

limited institutional capacity, producing a disconnect between written law and lived experience 

These findings underscore that formal compliance does not guarantee substantive autonomy 

and that independence is sustained only when statutory protections are embedded within 

broader governance and professional cultures. 
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The interviews also directly address RQ3, revealing that formal autonomy is a necessary but 

insufficient precondition for operational independence. Whether legal guarantees can be 

enacted in practice depends heavily on organisational culture, procedural clarity, and 

professional integrity. Agencies with cohesive leadership and technical competence tend to 

navigate political turbulence more effectively, while those lacking internal safeguards remain 

vulnerable to informal interference despite statutory protections. As Alzafari and Ursin (2019) 

emphasise, the ESG must be internalised not only structurally but also in the operational ethos 

and strategic culture of QA regimes if independence is to be realised in practice. 

 

Across regions, independence was consistently described as a dynamic process rather than a 

static status – something that must be continuously reasserted through leadership, strategic 

communication, and transnational engagement. Frequent legislative amendments, especially 

when enacted without consultation, were cited as particularly destabilising, undermining 

institutional predictability and eroding trust. Financial dependency emerged as another 

recurring vulnerability. While diversified income streams in Nordic and Western contexts 

enhance autonomy, single-source reliance on public budgets in Eastern and Balkan systems 

often exposes agencies to subtle but effective mechanisms of political control. Marketisation 

presents a further layer of complexity: private or semi-private agencies must reconcile impartial 

evaluation with income generation, raising concerns about client-driven logics and the dilution 

of public-good principles. 

 

The importance of trust, transparency, and communication was repeatedly emphasised. 

Interviewees noted that independence cannot be sustained by law alone but must be 

underpinned by shared understandings between ministries, institutions, and the public. 

Transparency – whether in expert selection, publication of outcomes, or communication of 

procedures – was described not as a bureaucratic formality but as a defensive and strategic 

practice, particularly in politically volatile systems. Yet transparency without contextualised 

communication risks misinterpretation and reputational damage, highlighting the need for 

careful strategies of public engagement. 

 

A further critical enabler identified was European-level cooperation. As outlined by Huisman 

and Westerheijden (2010), many of the most visible achievements have occurred at the 

supranational level: the development of the ESG, the launch of the ENQA, and the 

establishment of the EQAR. Networks such as ENQA, CEENQA, and ECA, according to 

respondents in the interviews, provide not only normative guidance but also reputational 

legitimacy and peer accountability. For agencies operating in politically sensitive environments, 

participation in these networks functions as a protective mechanism, embedding ESG principles 

and offering an external reference point that helps deter interference. However, as several 

respondents cautioned, one-size-fits-all models are neither feasible nor desirable; ESG 

implementation must remain sensitive to contextual realities and avoid the uncritical transfer of 

models from mature to transitional systems. 
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The findings reinforce that independence within the EHEA cannot be fully explained through 

legal frameworks alone. Structural safeguards are necessary but insufficient. True independence 

is contingent upon less tangible determinants: professional ethos, trust, organisational culture, 

professionalism, and adherence to high ethical standards, as well as the credibility of 

institutional actors. In this sense, organisational culture and shared professional values play a 

decisive role in shaping consistent practices and sustaining legitimacy. Independence is 

therefore best conceptualised as a relational and performative quality—negotiated continuously 

between law, governance, and practice, and renewed in every decision, evaluation cycle, and 

act of public communication.  

 

The chapter further raises critical questions for the wider European QA space. How can 

statutory safeguards be designed to withstand political cycles and administrative instability? 

Can agencies be insulated from market pressures without undermining their strategic agility? 

And most fundamentally, how can a common European QA framework uphold shared standards 

while accommodating divergent political, cultural, and institutional realities? These questions 

underscore that agency independence is not only a legal or structural matter but also a long-

term societal project—one that requires sustained investment in professionalism, transparency, 

and trust as the true foundations of autonomy. Against this broader backdrop, the next chapter 

turns to the national case study of Slovenia. This case was selected because it provides a 

concrete illustration of how agency independence is perceived and enacted within a specific 

governance setting. 
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8. CASE STUDY: INDEPENDENCE OF NAKVIS IN SLOVENIA 

 

8.1. Introduction 

 

This chapter examines the operational independence, professional autonomy, and perceived 

integrity of decision-making processes within the Slovenian Quality Assurance Agency in 

Higher Education (NAKVIS). This case was selected not only because it provides a concrete 

illustration of how agency independence is perceived and enacted within a specific governance 

setting, but also because Slovenia combines the characteristics of a relatively young QA system 

with the obligations of EU and EHEA membership, offering a lens through which to examine 

the interaction between European frameworks and national political, legal, and cultural realities.  

 

The selection of Slovenia and NAKVIS followed a purposive “information-rich” case logic, 

intended to maximise analytic leverage rather than statistical representativeness. Slovenia 

constitutes a strategically revealing case for examining the de jure/de facto independence gap 

because, on the one hand, its QA system is institutionally embedded in the ESG-based European 

architecture (ENQA/EQAR-oriented norms, EU legal and governance expectations), while, on 

the other hand, it operates within a small-state governance environment where policy 

communities are dense, actors are closely networked, and informal influence can be 

experienced as proximity, expectations, or role overlap rather than as overt political 

intervention. This combination makes Slovenia particularly suitable for observing how formal 

safeguards are translated into everyday practice, how stakeholder trust is built or strained, and 

how independence is negotiated in routine decision-making contexts. 

 

Analytically, NAKVIS can be treated as a “most-likely” case for demonstrating the strengths 

of formal independence – given its EU/EHEA embeddedness and comparatively mature 

procedural arrangements – thereby allowing the study to test whether and where vulnerabilities 

still emerge even under relatively favourable conditions. In other words, if tensions between 

formal and functional autonomy are identifiable in a setting with comparatively strong 

European alignment, this strengthens the broader argument that independence is not secured by 

legal design alone but also depends on organisational culture, governance routines, and the 

handling of informal pressures. 

 

The national case study is therefore not used to generalise mechanically from Slovenia to the 

whole EHEA, but to provide a thick, context-sensitive account that complements the cross-

national components of the dissertation. It enables process-oriented insight into how 

independence is experienced by actors who translate rules into decisions, and it helps specify 

the mechanisms through which independence is protected, challenged, or rhetorically affirmed 

in practice. 

 

The focus is placed on internal governance structures and stakeholder engagement through the 

lens of three key groups:  
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- Members of the Council of the Agency,  

- Appointed experts involved in accreditation and evaluation procedures, and  

- Members of the Appeal Committee of the Agency.  

 

Each of these groups plays an important role in the agency's QA architecture and exercises 

independent judgment in its respective sphere of responsibility. Their perspectives were 

gathered through a survey combining closed- and open-ended questions, designed to capture 

both quantifiable trends and nuanced reflections on agency independence and decision-making 

integrity. The primary aim of the survey was to explore how these groups perceive the 

robustness of institutional safeguards against undue external pressure, the transparency of 

administrative and decision-making processes, and the space for independent reasoning within 

NAKVIS. The survey also sought to identify whether institutional frameworks for protection –

such as support mechanisms and procedures for managing conflicts of interest – are perceived 

as adequate. These concerns reflect broader themes in higher education governance literature, 

where independence is viewed not merely as a legal arrangement but as a function of 

professional culture, role clarity, and institutional integrity (Bleiklie, 2005; Paradeise, Reale, 

Bleiklie and Ferlie, 2009). This perspective aligns with ongoing reforms in Western European 

higher education, which have focused on reshaping university governance through 

organizational change, diversified stakeholder involvement, and the balancing of state 

intervention with institutional autonomy.  

 

By soliciting both closed-ended and open-ended responses, this inquiry aims to illuminate the 

perceived strengths and potential vulnerabilities of the agency’s governance mechanisms. As a 

national-level case study embedded within the wider European context, this chapter provides a 

empirical snapshot of how autonomy is operationalized within NAKVIS and complements 

earlier cross-national analyses conducted in previous chapters. This approach reflects the value 

of contextualised case study research in comparative QA systems as well as the need to examine 

internal  of governance alongside structural indicators.    

 

8.2. Case Study Methodology 

 

To explore how institutional stakeholders at NAKVIS perceive the agency’s independence and 

autonomy, a structured, anonymous survey was designed and administered in 2024. The survey 

focused on three key decision-making bodies that together form the backbone of NAKVIS’s 

governance and evaluative operations: the Council of the Agency, responsible for strategic 

direction and final decisions on accreditation and evaluation; NAKVIS-appointed Experts, who 

conduct site visits, evaluations, and draft professional assessments; and the Appeal Committee, 

which adjudicates contested decisions arising from accreditation and evaluation procedures. 

 

Although each questionnaire was tailored to reflect the specific functions and institutional roles 

of the respective groups, the core structure remained uniform across all three versions. Each 

instrument comprised Likert-scale statements, allowing respondents to express their level of 
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agreement on a five-point scale (from 1 – “strongly disagree” to 5 – “strongly agree”), and  

open-ended questions that invited qualitative suggestions for improving institutional 

independence, transparency, and professionalism. This combination of standardised closed-

ended items and exploratory open-ended questions is commonly used in mixed-methods survey 

design to balance measurement reliability with contextual depth (Artino et al., 2014; Teddlie 

and Tashakkori, 2009). 

 

The thematic focus of the survey was consistent and comprehensive. All three stakeholder 

groups were asked to assess issues related to exposure to external (undue) pressures, the 

availability of institutional support and protection mechanisms, and the degree of autonomy 

they experience in the exercise of their responsibilities. Respondents were also asked to evaluate 

the transparency of administrative and decision-making procedures, the freedom to articulate 

and defend arguments within deliberative bodies, and the overall independence of decisions 

from external actors such as higher education institutions, political representatives, or interest 

groups. In addition to these shared topics, group-specific dimensions were also incorporated. 

Experts were asked to evaluate the existence and effectiveness of mechanisms for managing 

conflicts of interest, while members of the Council and the Appeal Committee were invited to 

reflect on their ability to engage in collegial deliberation and informed decision-making within 

their respective bodies. 

 

Through this methodological framework, not only were the formal safeguards that structure 

NAKVIS’s operations examined, but also the ways in which these safeguards are experienced 

and interpreted by those directly involved in its core decision-making processes. Such an 

approach reflects the epistemological strengths of mixed-methods research in institutional 

studies, enabling the researcher to explore both measurable structures and lived experiences 

within complex governance environments (Greene, 2007; Johnson, Onwuegbuzie, Turner, 

2007; Maxwell, 2013). The survey was disseminated electronically to all active members of the 

three target stakeholder groups, with clear instructions emphasizing the voluntary and 

anonymous nature of participation. This approach aimed to encourage honest and unreserved 

feedback, especially given the sensitivity of the topics addressed—namely, undue external 

pressure, autonomy in decision-making, and institutional transparency. To ensure conceptual 

clarity and consistency across different stakeholder perspectives, the phrasing of statements was 

harmonized where applicable, while still preserving the specificity required for each group’s 

operational role within NAKVIS. 

 

In analysing the data, a mixed-methods strategy was employed, combining both quantitative 

and qualitative techniques to capture the complexity of stakeholder perspectives. The 

quantitative responses from the Likert-scale items were aggregated and compared across 

stakeholder groups to identify converging or diverging perceptions of independence and 

procedural safeguards. This comparative analysis enabled the structured interpretation of 

patterns across sub-populations and supported the identification of statistically salient 

differences (Bryman, 2016). At the same time, open-ended responses were analysed 
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thematically using an inductive coding approach, grounded in principles of qualitative inquiry 

that emphasize emergent meaning and participant-led interpretation (Braun and Clarke, 2006).  

 

This allowed for the identification of unanticipated concerns, recurring themes, contextual 

insights, and practical recommendations directly from the respondents’ narratives. This dual 

analytical lens – characteristic of convergent mixed-methods designs – ensured both numerical 

comparability and a rich qualitative understanding of how independence and autonomy are 

experienced by the individuals who collectively uphold the integrity of the Slovenian QA 

system. By grounding the findings in both structured responses and narrative reflections, the 

methodology reinforces the empirical robustness and contextual relevance of the study, 

providing a more holistic and triangulated account of QA practices in a national context. 

 

8.3. Perspectives of NAKVIS Experts on Independence and Autonomy 

 

This chapter presents the analysis of survey responses provided by external experts of NAKVIS. 

The objective of this component of the research was to examine the perceptions of expert 

evaluators regarding their professional autonomy, exposure to external pressures, and the 

robustness of institutional safeguards designed to protect the integrity of the accreditation and 

evaluation processes. Given the key role of experts in conducting site visits, preparing 

assessments, and formulating evaluation reports, their perspectives are indispensable for 

understanding how operational independence is experienced in practice. 

 

Respondents were first presented with Likert-scale statements, rated on a five-point scale (1 = 

strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). These statements focused on various aspects of integrity 

and independence in accreditation and evaluation procedures: 

- My work as an agency expert is subject to external pressure in accreditation and 

evaluation procedures. 

- In the course of my work, I encounter conflicts of interest. 

- In the event of undue external pressure, I receive appropriate support from the agency, 

including a protection mechanism. 

- In the case of a conflict of interest, an appropriate procedure for managing the conflict 

is in place. 

- In my role as a NAKVIS expert, I have sufficient autonomy. 

- Administrative and procedural aspects of accreditation and evaluation processes are 

conducted transparently. 

 

In addition to the closed-ended items, respondents were invited to answer one open-ended 

question aimed at gathering qualitative insights and forward-looking suggestions: 

- "What activities would you propose to strengthen the professionalism and independence 

of experts involved in accreditation and evaluation procedures?" 
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The survey was completed by 74 respondents, a substantial and representative sample within 

the national context, especially considering the relatively limited pool of qualified experts 

directly involved in accreditation and evaluation procedures. This high response rate reflects 

not only the relevance of the topic, but also the experts’ willingness to engage in reflective self-

assessment regarding the institutional functioning of the NAKVIS. The survey also serves as 

an example of evaluating internal procedural integrity through stakeholder feedback, offering 

insight into how independence and accountability are embedded within the agency's culture. 

 

8.3.1. Analysis of the Closed-ended Questions 

 

Results reveal a clear pattern. Perceptions of external interference and conflicts of interest are 

notably low, with mean scores of 1.33 and 1.50, respectively. This suggests that experts 

overwhelmingly do not feel exposed to undue pressure or regular conflicts of interest in the 

course of their work. Such findings align with the agency’s formal safeguards and ethics 

protocols and may also reflect the professional integrity embedded in NAKVIS’s expert culture. 

It might also be relevant to highlight how these low perceptions compare with similar agencies 

in other EHEA contexts, thereby situating NAKVIS’s performance within a broader 

international framework. 

 

In contrast, responses to statements relating to institutional support and procedural clarity 

yielded high levels of agreement. Both the adequacy of support in the case of undue pressure 

(Agency support) and the existence of a defined mechanism for managing conflicts of interest 

(Conflict procedure) received average scores of 4.13. These results indicate that experts 

perceive NAKVIS as providing a robust framework for protection and procedural integrity. 

 

The highest levels of agreement were recorded in relation to Expert autonomy (M = 4.41) and 

Process transparency (M = 4.61). These responses suggest strong confidence in the agency’s 

administrative openness and in the space granted to experts for independent judgment. The 

consistently high scores in these areas affirm the credibility of internal procedures and reflect 

positively on NAKVIS’s commitment to good governance, as defined under ESG Standard 3.3. 

At the same time, it may be useful to critically reflect on whether such high levels of agreement 

also conceal potential blind spots, for instance, whether processes are perceived as transparent 

because they are familiar, rather than because they are actively scrutinized and communicated. 

 

The results demonstrate a mature and well-functioning system of internal safeguards that 

provide both structural stability and procedural reliability. In this sense, the case of NAKVIS 

may be regarded as a good practice example within the EHEA, showcasing how an agency can 

not only actively monitor and strengthen institutional independence, but also embed a culture 

of accountability and continuous improvement by engaging its own stakeholders in structured 

self-assessment and reflexive dialogue. Going forward, an important consideration could be 

how NAKVIS ensures that these positive perceptions are sustained over time, particularly in 
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light of evolving ESG standards, growing complexity in higher education governance, and 

potential external pressures (e.g., political, financial, or societal). 

 

 

Figure 8.1: Experts' views on autonomy, transparency, and institutional safeguards 

Source: Author’s own elaboration (2025) 

 

8.3.2. Analysis of the Open-ended Questions 

 

To complement the quantitative results, respondents were invited to provide open-ended 

suggestions regarding potential activities to strengthen the professionalism and independence 

of expert work in accreditation and evaluation procedures. The responses were analysed using 

an inductive thematic approach, which allowed for the identification of recurring ideas and 

concerns based on their frequency, relevance, and depth. A substantial number of responses 

focused on improving the training and preparation of experts. Several respondents proposed the 

development of more case-based training formats, grounded in real examples and aligned with 

the applicable criteria and procedures. Others called for peer learning mechanisms, such as 

regular exchanges between experts, focused workshops, or mentorship arrangements, 

particularly for newly appointed reviewers. Respondents suggested the establishment of 

evaluator reflection mechanisms, allowing panel members to provide internal feedback on each 

other’s performance and timeliness, thus fostering greater professional accountability. These 

suggestions underline not only a demand for technical capacity-building, but also for cultivating 

a shared professional identity among experts. 

 

Another major theme was the need to enhance transparency and procedural clarity. Some 

respondents expressed concern about inconsistencies in the internal treatment of expert 

recommendations, particularly when preliminary negative evaluations were revised or softened 

by agency decision-making bodies. In a few cases, experts reported that institutional pressures 
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or familiarity between reviewers and institutions could compromise impartiality. One example 

referred to how serious deficiencies were reframed as “opportunities for improvement” 

following interventions by a panel chair with prior institutional ties. Respondents described 

repeated requests from the agency to re-evaluate documentation submitted outside deadlines, 

which they perceived as undermining the integrity of the evaluation process. 

 

Closely related to these concerns were calls for more consistent and structured communication 

between NAKVIS and its expert community. Several experts stated that they lack feedback on 

how their evaluations are used in final decisions, and would welcome more visibility into the 

agency’s reasoning processes. Others recommended the organisation of focused expert groups 

by institutional level or sector (e.g., VET, private institutions) to facilitate sharing of domain-

specific challenges and ensure greater methodological consistency. The need for better access 

to background materials during follow-up evaluations was also noted, alongside suggestions 

for more timely distribution of documents. Some responses reflected concerns about the expert 

selection process. A few experts indicated that they had only rarely been invited to serve on 

panels, questioning the efficiency of the expert database system. Others recommended closer 

alignment between the content of accreditation procedures and the subject-matter expertise of 

reviewers, as well as the possibility of recognising participation in reviews as a formal reference 

in academic evaluation or promotion procedures. These insights suggest that expert motivation 

and retention are closely linked to recognition, professional development opportunities, and fair 

workload distribution – factors that are critical for sustaining a high-quality reviewer pool. 

 

A number of respondents stated explicitly that they had not encountered any undue pressure or 

ethical concerns. Nevertheless, some did express doubts regarding the agency’s overall 

independence, especially in connection with the influence of the Agency Council and its 

discretion in appointing or replacing expert panels. In this context, the perception of external or 

internal influence was not always based on direct experience, but rather on individual cases or 

broader institutional narratives. This indicates that trust in independence is shaped not only by 

concrete practices but also by the symbolic dimension of governance, where transparency of 

appointments and decision-making plays a decisive role. 

 

While several experts expressed satisfaction with the current system and its safeguards, the 

open-ended responses also provided clear and actionable suggestions. These included: the need 

for more structured and continuous training; transparent and enforceable procedures in cases of 

pressure or conflict of interest; improved communication and feedback; reinforcement of expert 

autonomy in drafting conclusions; and better institutional recognition of expert contributions. 

Taken together, the comments suggest a high level of engagement and professionalism among 

NAKVIS experts, as well as a willingness to critically reflect on systemic issues. The absence 

of major concerns and the constructive nature of the suggestions confirm the overall robustness 

of the current model, while also highlighting areas for targeted refinement. In this respect, the 

collection and analysis of open-ended responses represent not only a diagnostic tool, but also a 
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participatory mechanism that contributes to the ongoing improvement of the agency’s expert 

system. 

 

8.4. Council Members’ Views on Governance and Autonomy 

 

This section presents the results of the survey conducted among the members of the NAKVIS 

Council, the agency’s key internal governance body responsible for strategic decision-making, 

appointment of expert panels, and the final approval of evaluation and accreditation outcomes. 

The aim was to assess Council members’ perceptions of institutional independence, 

transparency, and their own decision-making autonomy within the context of their role. The 

questions focused on both external pressures and internal procedural safeguards, with the 

broader objective of understanding how independence is enacted at the highest level of 

institutional governance. 

 

Building on the approach used for agency experts, the questionnaire combined quantitative and 

qualitative components to explore how members of the NAKVIS Council perceive the agency’s 

institutional integrity, operational autonomy, and decision-making independence. Respondents 

were first presented with Likert-scale statements, each rated on a five-point scale (1 = strongly 

disagree, 5 = strongly agree), focusing on various aspects of integrity and independence in 

accreditation and evaluation procedures. The items were formulated as follows: 

- In my role, I am exposed to undue external pressure when making decisions related to 

accreditation and evaluation procedures. 

- In the event of undue external pressure, I receive appropriate support from the agency, 

including a protection mechanism. 

- Within the Council, I am able to argue my positions in a reasoned and constructive 

manner. 

- In my role as a Council member, I have sufficient autonomy. 

- Administrative and procedural aspects of accreditation and evaluation processes are 

conducted transparently. 

- The decisions of the NAKVIS Council are independent from external influences (e.g., higher 

education institutions, trade unions, or political actors). 

 

To complement these insights, the survey concluded with a qualitative prompt inviting 

respondents to propose concrete measures for strengthening both the effectiveness and 

independence of the Council: 

- "What activities would you propose to improve the functioning and independence of the 

NAKVIS Council?" 

 

All nine members of the Council completed the questionnaire, resulting in a full response rate. 

Such completeness of participation provides a highly valuable insight into the internal 

governance culture, offering a comprehensive picture of how members perceive their role as 

autonomous, deliberative, and safeguarded from external influence. In addition, the unanimity 



137 

 

of responses strengthens the credibility of the findings, as it eliminates potential biases arising 

from partial or selective participation. 

 

8.4.1. Analysis of the Closed- and Open -ended Questions 

 

The analysis of closed-ended responses from NAKVIS Council members reveals a consistently 

high level of perceived institutional integrity, autonomy, and procedural transparency. The 

aggregated data provide an important insight into how internal governance actors view their 

role and the agency’s broader resilience to external influence. The lowest mean score was 

recorded for the item “External pressure”, with an average of 1.1. This extremely low value 

indicates that Council members almost unanimously reject the notion that they are exposed to 

undue pressure when making decisions in the context of accreditation and evaluation. It 

suggests a high level of perceived protection from political, institutional, or sectoral interference 

– an essential condition for ensuring the legitimacy of the agency’s final decisions. It may also 

reflect the effectiveness of the agency’s established safeguards, such as clear decision-making 

protocols, well-documented procedures, and a governance culture resistant to ad hoc 

interventions. 

 

In contrast, all remaining items received very high average scores, ranging between 4.55 and 

5.00, signalling broad agreement on the robustness of internal safeguards and the functionality 

of Council deliberation. The item “Agency support” yielded an average score of 4.55, 

confirming that Council members feel adequately supported in the event of any attempted 

interference or inappropriate influence. This result suggests that the institutional environment 

provides both the formal protection mechanisms and the informal support structures necessary 

for ensuring independence. Such findings highlight the importance of not only codified 

procedures but also trust-based relationships within the governance framework, which appear 

to reinforce members’ confidence in their ability to act autonomously. 

 

The statement concerning the ability to argue one’s position – “Argumentation space” – 

received an exceptionally high average of 4.89, reflecting a Council culture that values 

deliberation, reasoned debate, and inclusive decision-making. This is consistent with the role 

of the Council as a collective governing body and demonstrates a well-functioning internal 

discourse. The statement on “Council autonomy” achieved the maximum mean score of 5.00, 

indicating unanimous agreement among all respondents that they possess sufficient autonomy 

in carrying out their role. This result confirms the structural and procedural independence of 

the Council as perceived by its own members and can be regarded as a strong indicator of 

governance maturity. The items “Process transparency” and “Decision independence” received 

average scores of 4.78 and 4.67, respectively. These values confirm the perception that 

administrative and procedural operations are conducted in a transparent manner, and that final 

decisions are free from undue external influence. It is noteworthy that transparency and 

independence are seen as complementary rather than competing values, suggesting that 

openness in processes actually strengthens, rather than weakens, perceptions of impartiality. 
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Figure 8.2: Perceptions of Independence and Governance within the NAKVIS Council 

Source: Author’s own elaboration (2025). 

 

Overall, the quantitative data paint a highly positive picture of the Council’s internal 

functioning. Council members experience their work environment as autonomous, deliberative, 

and well protected. The extremely low perception of external pressure combined with high 

scores for institutional safeguards demonstrates that independence is not only formally 

established, but also functionally enacted. At the same time, future monitoring could focus on 

whether these positive perceptions remain stable in the face of evolving external challenges, 

such as political shifts or pressures related to higher education reforms. These results reflect a 

well-institutionalised model of governance and suggest that the Council’s role is executed with 

a high degree of ethical integrity and professional legitimacy. The results also confirm that 

NAKVIS may be considered a good practice example in terms of internal self-governance and 

protection from external interference in decision-making processes. 

 

The open-ended question invited members of the NAKVIS Council to propose activities for 

improving the functioning and independence of the Council. Although only a small number of 

suggestions were offered, the responses are nonetheless valuable for understanding the current 

perception of governance integrity among Council members and for identifying potential areas 

of future attention. A majority of respondents explicitly stated that they had no additional 

proposals, indicating satisfaction with the current arrangements. This confirms the positive 

quantitative findings and suggests that Council members view the existing structures, practices, 

and support mechanisms as sufficient to ensure effective and independent operation. 

 

Among the responses that did offer input, one respondent emphasised the importance of 

continued adherence to legal and regulatory frameworks, stating that all actors should act in full 
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compliance with legislation and good governance principles. This reflects an understanding that 

the protection of independence is not only procedural but also normative and ethical, requiring 

collective commitment to rules-based conduct. Another respondent affirmed the value of the 

current system by recommending the continuation of existing practices, explicitly noting that 

Council members feel supported by the NAKVIS staff. This highlights the perceived 

effectiveness of the agency’s administrative and professional infrastructure in enabling the 

Council to function autonomously and with confidence. 

 

Although the number of proposals was limited, the content of the responses reinforces the 

overall picture of a well-functioning governance body operating within a supportive 

institutional framework. The absence of major concerns or calls for structural reform may be 

interpreted as a confirmation of stability, trust, and procedural clarity within the Council’s 

current mandate. At the same time, the emphasis on legal compliance and continued 

professional conduct serves as a reminder that institutional independence must be continually 

upheld through ethical practice and responsible leadership. These findings align with the 

quantitative indicators of high autonomy, transparency, and decision-making integrity, and 

further confirm the role of the NAKVIS Council as a sound example of internal governance 

within a national QA agency. 

 

8.5. Appeal Committee Members’ Insights into Procedural Safeguards 

 

This section presents the findings from a targeted survey administered to members of the Appeal 

Committee of NAKVIS. Although only three individuals responded, this still represents a 

significant share of the Committee’s membership and thus offers meaningful insights into 

perceptions of procedural autonomy, institutional safeguards, and the independence of appeal 

decision-making processes. The Committee itself is composed of three regular members and 

three deputy members. 

 

Following the same methodological approach as the surveys conducted with agency experts 

and Council members, the questionnaire combined closed- and open-ended items to capture 

perceptions of institutional integrity, operational autonomy, and procedural robustness within 

the Appeal Committee. The structured section included a series of Likert-scale statements 

addressing key aspects of independence and integrity in the context of appeal procedures. 

Respondents were asked to assess, among other aspects, their exposure to external pressure, the 

openness of deliberative processes, the adequacy of institutional support mechanisms, and the 

overall transparency of decision-making. 

 

To complement these data, respondents were invited to answer an open-ended question aimed 

at eliciting qualitative reflections and forward-looking suggestions: 

“What activities would you propose to improve the functioning and independence of the 

Appeal Committee?” 

 



140 

 

This combination of structured and open items provided both a quantified overview and in-

depth, experience-based insights into how procedural safeguards and decision-making 

autonomy are perceived by members of one of the agency’s most sensitive governance bodies. 

The following sections present the analysis of both the quantitative results and the qualitative 

feedback provided. Together, these findings contribute to understanding how institutional 

independence is enacted within the appeal function of NAKVIS and how it might be further 

strengthened. 

 

8.5.1. Analysis of the Closed- and Open -ended Questions 

 

The lowest average score as illustrated in Figure 8.3 was recorded for the item “External 

pressure”, with a mean value of 1.67. This score, while slightly higher than the corresponding 

result reported by the Council, still indicates a strong consensus that undue external influence 

is generally not present in the appeal process. This suggests that the structural insulation of the 

Appeal Committee from political or institutional interference is functioning effectively. The 

slightly elevated figure may reflect isolated instances of pressure or a heightened awareness of 

potential risks, given the sensitive nature of appeal proceedings. This nuance highlights the 

importance of continuous vigilance: while independence is broadly assured, even small 

perceived vulnerabilities may signal areas where communication of safeguards or awareness-

raising among members could be further strengthened. 

 

The statement “Argumentation space” received a more moderate average score of 3.67, 

indicating that while members generally feel they are able to argue their positions within the 

Committee, there may be some limitations in deliberative dynamics or space for dissenting 

opinions. Although not negative, this result is comparatively lower than the equivalent score 

reported by the Council and expert groups, and may warrant further exploration. It could 

suggest the need for additional emphasis on deliberative balance and mutual openness within 

the Committee’s internal procedures. It may also be interpreted as a natural by-product of the 

smaller size of the Appeal Committee, where consensus-building can sometimes reduce the 

visibility of dissenting voices. Future procedural refinements could therefore focus on explicitly 

safeguarding space for minority opinions and structured disagreement. 

 

All remaining items received the maximum score of 5.00, indicating unanimous agreement 

among respondents regarding the adequacy of support mechanisms, the autonomy of their role, 

and the transparency of procedural frameworks. The item on “Agency support” confirms that 

Appeal Committee members feel fully backed by NAKVIS in the event of external pressure. 

This is a strong endorsement of the agency’s internal protection protocols and signals that 

members are confident in the organisation’s readiness to uphold the independence of its bodies, 

even in contentious or politically sensitive cases. The unanimous rating for “Committee 

autonomy” further confirms that members feel fully empowered in their role and perceive no 

internal or external constraints on their decision-making. Similarly, the full agreement on 
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“Process transparency” suggests a high degree of trust in the clarity, openness, and 

predictability of the administrative and procedural environment in which appeal are handled. 

 

These results offer a compelling picture of a highly autonomous and well-functioning body. 

The Appeal Committee is perceived by its members as an environment in which independence 

is not only formally protected but also practically experienced. The slightly lower score on 

internal argumentation dynamics should not be overlooked, but rather seen as a constructive 

prompt to ensure that deliberative integrity is maintained, especially given the high-stakes 

nature of appeal. Overall, the responses confirm that the agency’s internal structure provides a 

sound framework for impartial appeal review and reflects a mature governance system aligned 

with the principles of the ESG. In comparative perspective, the Appeal Committee’s positive 

self-assessment complements the findings from the Council and expert groups, thereby 

reinforcing the overall coherence of NAKVIS’s governance architecture. 

 

 

Figure 8.3: Perceptions of Independence and Procedural Integrity within the Appeal 

Committee 

 

The open-ended responses provided by members of the Appeal Committee indicate a high level 

of satisfaction with the current functioning and independence of the body. Respondents 

explicitly stated that they had no additional suggestions for improvement, noting that the system 

operates effectively and is perceived as sufficiently autonomous. These answers reinforce the 

quantitative findings, particularly the maximum scores reported for committee autonomy, 

transparency, and institutional support. The absence of proposed changes may be interpreted as 

a sign of institutional stability, procedural clarity, and confidence in the agency’s safeguards. 

While the brevity of the responses limits thematic exploration, the consistency of positive 

feedback confirms the perception of the Appeal Committee as a well-functioning and 

independent decision-making body. At the same time, the brevity of responses also highlights 

a potential limitation: the lack of critical feedback may reflect genuine satisfaction, but it may 
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also indicate a lower level of engagement in reflexive dialogue compared to other stakeholder 

groups. Future surveys could therefore explore additional prompts or techniques to elicit more 

detailed reflections. The comparative dimensions of independence within different stakeholders 

within NAKVIS in shown in the bellow. 

 

Table 8.6 summarises the comparative perceptions of independence among the three core 

stakeholder groups within NAKVIS – the Experts, the Council Members, and the Appeal 

Committee.  

 

Table 8.6: Comparative Perceptions of Independence within NAKVIS 

Dimension Experts Council Members Appeal Committee 

Exposure to 

External 

Pressure 

Very low (M = 1.33); 

occasional concern about 

institutional ties in rare cases 

Extremely low (M = 

1.1); almost unanimous 

perception of insulation 

Low (M = 1.67); 

generally insulated, but 

awareness of potential 

risks 

Support 

Mechanisms 

High confidence in agency 

protection (M = 4.13) 

Strong sense of 

institutional support (M 

= 4.55) 

Maximum confidence 

in support (M = 5.00) 

Conflict of 

Interest 

Procedures 

Mechanisms perceived as 

adequate; some calls for stricter 

enforcement 

Not directly assessed; 

emphasis on 

ethical/legal compliance 

Not directly assessed; 

no concerns raised 

Autonomy in 

Role 

Strong autonomy in 

professional judgments (M = 

4.41) 

Full autonomy, 

unanimously confirmed 

(M = 5.00) 

Maximum autonomy, 

unanimous agreement 

(M = 5.00) 

Transparency of 

Processes 

Very high (M = 4.61); concern 

about inconsistent treatment of 

recommendations 

High (M = 4.78); 

Council decisions 

perceived as transparent 

Full confidence in 

transparency (M = 5.00) 

Decision-

Making 

Integrity 

Generally strong; some 

concerns about influence of 

Council discretion 

High (M = 4.67); 

decisions seen as free 

from external 

interference 

Maximum 

independence (M = 

5.00); appeal perceived 

as impartial 

Open-Ended 

Suggestions 

Calls for more training, peer 

learning, consistent 

communication, and 

recognition of expert role 

Few proposals; overall 

satisfaction, emphasis 

on continued legal 

compliance 

No proposals; members 

fully satisfied with 

current system 

Overall 

Perception 

High professionalism and 

autonomy; constructive but 

critical engagement 

Strong institutional 

integrity and 

governance maturity 

Stable, independent, 

and trusted body with 

limited deliberative 

concerns 
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8.6. Conclusion 

 

The national case study of NAKVIS demonstrates that independence in QA cannot be 

understood solely in terms of legal frameworks or structural safeguards. While the Slovenian 

agency is formally aligned with ESG principles and benefits from relatively strong institutional 

protections compared to many peers in the region, its autonomy is ultimately enacted and 

legitimised through the practices, perceptions, and professional cultures of its key governance 

bodies. The findings highlight a significant strength of the Slovenian system: across all three 

stakeholder groups, perceptions of undue external influence are minimal, while transparency, 

procedural clarity, and institutional support are consistently evaluated very highly.  

 

Results suggest that NAKVIS has successfully cultivated a professional culture of integrity and 

accountability that extends beyond formal rules. In this respect, the agency represents an 

example of how relatively small QA systems can develop resilient governance practices, 

insulating their core functions from political and institutional capture. Moreover, the Slovenian 

experience illustrates that transitional systems, such as those in Central and Eastern Europe, can 

serve as models of good practice when strong leadership, coherent governance structures, and 

clearly defined legal safeguards converge to sustain institutional independence.  At the same 

time, the results remind us that independence is not guaranteed by structures alone but must be 

continuously reinforced by practices of open communication, consistent application of rules, 

and professional self-reflection. This point is particularly relevant in the context of the EHEA, 

where diversity of governance arrangements means that formal compliance with ESG standards 

does not always translate into equally strong perceptions of independence in practice. 

 

At a more critical level, the study also points to areas where vigilance is required. While experts, 

Council members, and Appeal Committee members generally perceive strong autonomy, the 

open-ended responses indicate concerns about consistency in communication, the treatment of 

expert recommendations, and the space for deliberation within certain governance bodies. 

These issues may not amount to systemic weaknesses, but they underline the subtle ways in 

which credibility can be challenged if transparency and inclusiveness are not rigorously upheld. 

Even in contexts where formal independence appears secure, the legitimacy of decisions 

remains vulnerable to perceptions of informal influence, procedural inconsistency, or 

insufficient recognition of expert contributions. These risks suggest that agencies like NAKVIS 

should treat independence as a continuously monitored performance indicator, rather than as a 

fixed achievement. 

 

The Slovenian case thus provides important lessons for the wider EHEA. It demonstrates that 

small, relatively centralised systems can achieve strong perceptions of independence when 

safeguards are embedded not only in legal frameworks but also in organisational routines and 

professional norms. However, the case also reveals the fragility of independence in political 

cultures characterised by frequent government turnover and traditions of politicised 

appointments. NAKVIS appears to have resisted these pressures more effectively than many 
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other Slovenian public bodies, but this resilience should not be taken for granted. The credibility 

of the agency ultimately depends on its ability to preserve professional integrity and resist both 

overt and subtle pressures over time. Looking forward, this implies that independence must be 

safeguarded through regular stakeholder engagement, transparent decision-making, and the 

proactive renewal of internal safeguards, rather than relying solely on historical resilience. 

 

Finally, this case study reinforces the argument developed throughout the dissertation: 

independence must be understood as a dynamic and relational construct. The Slovenian 

experience shows that independence is simultaneously strengthened by institutional design and 

tested in practice by cultural, political, and organisational dynamics. By combining strong 

formal safeguards with stakeholder engagement and internal professionalisation, NAKVIS has 

achieved a governance model that is widely perceived as robust. Yet, its experience also 

illustrates the ongoing need for vigilance, reflexivity, and investment in professional culture to 

ensure that independence remains more than a legal formality – it becomes a sustained, credible 

practice that underpins public trust in higher education QA. For future research, the Slovenian 

case offers a valuable reference point for comparative analysis across the EHEA, raising 

broader questions about how agencies of different sizes and institutional settings negotiate the 

balance between legal guarantees and lived practices of independence. 
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9. DISCUSSION: INTERPRETING THE FINDINGS IN A EUROPEAN AND 

NATIONAL CONTEXT 

 

9.1. Introduction 

 

The responses to the three research questions presented in this thesis have been derived from 

an integrated analysis encompassing multiple empirical and theoretical sources. The research 

has been informed by a comprehensive review of relevant scholarly literature, a preliminary 

research designed to establish baseline insights, a systematic analysis of ENQA review reports, 

semi-structured interviews with national and European-level stakeholders, and a national case 

study. This multi-layered methodological approach has been deliberately adopted to enable a 

triangulated understanding of the determinants, characteristics, and practical enactment of QA 

agency independence across the EHEA. 

 

To ensure coherence across these empirical strands, the dissertation treats the four components 

as analytically complementary rather than interchangeable. The preliminary study functions as 

an exploratory mapping exercise: it identifies baseline perceptions, recurring pressure points, 

and candidate dimensions of independence that informed the later operationalisation of the 

analytical framework. The ENQA external review reports provide a systematic and 

comparatively standardised benchmark of de jure safeguards and formal compliance narratives 

(including how ESG 3.3 is interpreted in practice), while also signalling where review panels 

identify vulnerabilities that may not be visible to respondents themselves. The semi-structured 

interviews serve an explanatory role by unpacking de facto dynamics – informal influence 

channels, professional norms, organisational cultures, and ‘invisible’ determinants—that 

mediate how formal safeguards are enacted, contested, or circumvented. Finally, the Slovenian 

case study provides an intensive, context-rich test of how independence is experienced across 

distinct internal roles (experts, Council members, and the Appeal Committee), allowing micro-

level validation and refinement of mechanisms identified at the cross-national level. 

 

In the synthesis and conclusions, evidence is weighted according to its inferential reach. Claims 

about cross-regional patterns and typologies draw primarily on the ENQA review analysis and 

the multi-country interview material, because these sources offer the broadest comparative 

leverage. Survey evidence, both CEENQA and Slovenia, is used primarily to characterise 

perceived independence and to identify convergences or tensions between perceptions and other 

sources, rather than as a basis for generalisable measurement. Where sources diverge, 

discrepancies are treated as analytical findings – often indicating gaps between de jure and de 

facto independence – rather than resolved by privileging a single dataset. This chapter therefore 

also addresses the limits of cross-context transferability: while common determinants recur 

across the EHEA, their meaning and policy implications are mediated by governance traditions, 

administrative cultures, and regulatory legacies. The conclusions are thus framed as context-

sensitive policy learning (focused on mechanisms and conditions under which safeguards work) 
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rather than as one-size-fits-all prescriptions, consistent with the view that formal safeguards are 

necessary but not sufficient for independence in practice 

 

By combining documentary evidence, thematic synthesis, and lived perspectives, the study has 

sought to move beyond a merely formal or prescriptive understanding of autonomy. Instead, 

the research has aimed to illuminate the dynamic interplay between legal frameworks, 

governance arrangements, cultural norms, political traditions, and professional practices that 

collectively shape the independence of QA agencies. The inclusion of both national and 

transnational actors has ensured that the analysis addresses not only internal institutional 

conditions but also the supranational frameworks and peer accountability mechanisms that 

influence national practices. 

 

Particular attention has been paid to the regional diversity of the EHEA, recognising that 

historical legacies, socio-political systems, and levels of institutional maturity contribute to 

distinct configurations of both formal and actual independence. The decision to incorporate 

European-level stakeholders such as ENQA, CEENQA, and ECA was taken to provide a 

comparative lens, enabling the identification of shared challenges, systemic vulnerabilities, and 

transferable good practices. This inclusion has allowed for the positioning of national-level 

findings within the broader policy and normative structures of the EHEA, highlighting the role 

of transnational governance in shaping local autonomy. 

 

Through this combined methodological lens, the study has addressed the three research 

questions in a manner that captures both structural realities and lived experiences. The 

following sections synthesise the findings from all stages of the research process to provide 

coherent, evidence-based, and critically informed responses to each question, while situating 

them within the broader discourse on QA governance in higher education. The findings of this 

study reaffirm, but also extend, conclusions presented in previous scholarship on the 

independence of QA agencies within the EHEA. Consistent with Maggetti (2007), Hanretty and 

Koop (2013), Verhoest et al. (2015), Juanatey et al. (2021), and Demšar (2022, 2024), it was 

observed that formal legal safeguards – while necessary – do not, on their own, guarantee 

effective autonomy in practice. The interviews corroborate the argument that independence is 

a multifaceted construct shaped by political culture, organisational capacity, and the degree of 

trust between agencies and their stakeholders. At the same time, the results challenge earlier 

assumptions that alignment with ESG standards alone can fully safeguard operational 

independence. As evidenced by both ENQA reports and stakeholder testimonies, compliance 

with ESG 3.3 is achievable without necessarily neutralising informal channels of political or 

financial influence. 

 

This research also engages with the comparative literature on post-socialist and transitional 

systems, as well as broader EHEA contexts (Elken and Stensaker, 2018; Carvalho et al., 2024; 

Neophytou and Koutselini, 2025; Kohoutek et al., 2025), by illustrating the persistence of 

governance vulnerabilities – particularly ministerial appointment powers and single-source 
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funding – that remain resistant to legislative reform. Conversely, the Nordic cases confirm 

previous observations that entrenched traditions of bureaucratic stability and stakeholder co-

creation provide robust protection against political volatility. However, the data presented here 

suggest that these protective factors result less from formal structures alone and more from the 

long-term cultural embedding of trust and procedural integrity. 

 

At a reflective level, these insights also highlight the paradox of independence within the 

EHEA: while legal harmonisation and ESG compliance provide a common framework, the 

lived realities of autonomy remain deeply contingent on national political cultures, institutional 

legacies, and professional norms. 

 

9.2. Findings and Answers to the Research Questions 

 

This chapter directly addresses the three research questions that guided the dissertation and 

systematically examines how the independence of QA agencies is constructed, safeguarded, 

and challenged across the EHEA. Each research question is considered in turn, with a focus on 

identifying key determinants, comparing formal structures across regions, and analysing the 

interplay between statutory provisions and actual practice. The chapter begins by examining 

the determinants of independence (RQ1), highlighting the interaction of political, economic, 

organisational, and cultural factors that shape both the perception and reality of agency 

autonomy. It then turns to the formal characteristics of independence (RQ2), where legal 

safeguards, governance arrangements, and statutory financial provisions are compared across 

national contexts. Finally, the chapter addresses the relationship between de jure and de facto 

independence (RQ3), analysing how cultural traditions, governance models, and professional 

norms mediate the translation of formal safeguards into operational credibility. 

 

RQ1: What are the main determinants of the independence of QA agencies, and how do 

stakeholders across EHEA regions perceive this independence? 

 

The independence of QA agencies within the EHEA has been shown to be determined by an 

interplay of political, economic, and organisational factors, as evidenced by the findings of the 

literature review, comparative international analyses, stakeholder interviews, and the Slovenian 

national case study. In the reviewed literature, independence has been conceptualised both as a 

formal-legal condition and as a culturally embedded practice (Bleiklie, 2005; Paradeise et al., 

2009; Hanretty and Koop, 2013; Juanatey et al., 2021), with its credibility dependent on the 

extent to which agencies are insulated from undue external influence while maintaining 

accountability to the higher education system they serve (Jordana, Bianculli and Fernández-i-

Marín, 2015). According to the outcomes of ENQA reports, political determinants – interpreted 

through the ESG – are often manifested in the nature of an agency’s legal status, the degree of 

governmental oversight, and the scope of ministerial involvement in appointments and funding. 

Economic determinants are reflected in the composition of funding sources and the capacity to 

secure budgetary autonomy, which can protect agencies from political leverage. Organisational 
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determinants are evident in internal governance structures, decision-making procedures, and 

the existence of safeguards such as conflict-of-interest policies and transparent appeal 

mechanisms. 

 

From the ENQA reports analysis, it was observed that while compliance with ESG Standard 

3.3 is broadly claimed across agencies, the operationalisation of independence varies 

significantly by national context. In some EHEA jurisdictions, agencies are embedded within 

ministries or operate under direct governmental authority, yet claim functional independence in 

their evaluative judgements. In other systems, legal separation is combined with independent 

budgetary arrangements, thereby reducing potential political leverage. The reports also 

indicated that the independence of agencies is frequently reinforced through diversified 

governing boards that include multiple stakeholder groups, although the balance of 

representation can influence perceptions of autonomy. Where higher education institutions or 

political actors hold dominant positions on such boards, stakeholder perceptions of 

independence may be weakened despite the existence of formal safeguards. 

 

Findings from stakeholder interviews further highlighted that political culture and historical 

patterns of state–university relations strongly shape perceptions of independence. In countries 

with traditions of centralised governance, formal legal autonomy was often perceived as 

insufficient to ensure real independence, particularly where ministerial influence over 

appointments or decision ratification remained strong. This observation is also consistent with 

the findings of the literature (Juanatey et al., 2021; Kohoutek et al., 2025; Demšar, 2022, 2024). 

In contrast, in systems with decentralised governance traditions, stakeholders more readily 

accepted that formal safeguards were effective in protecting actual autonomy. This variation 

suggests that the credibility of independence is partly determined by the extent to which national 

governance cultures accept and respect the operational boundaries of QA agencies. 

 

Economic determinants were identified as both structural and symbolic. Structurally, agencies 

that receive their funding exclusively from a single governmental source may be more 

vulnerable to perceived or actual pressure, especially in politically sensitive contexts. 

Symbolically, diversified income streams, even if limited in proportion, were seen as signalling 

operational resilience. However, in practice, many agencies remain heavily reliant on state 

funding, with independence maintained more through professional norms and procedural 

integrity than through financial autonomy. Stakeholder interviews consistently emphasised that 

predictability and stability of funding were more critical for safeguarding independence than 

the absolute source of funding, provided that budgetary decisions were insulated from the 

influence of evaluation outcomes. 

 

Market pressures increasingly generate new and often underexplored – challenges, a concern 

also highlighted by scholars such as Dill and Soo (2004) and Jarvis (2014). Findings from the 

interviews indicate that, particularly within EU member states, QA agencies seeking 

international recognition, securing institutional contracts, or expanding their consultancy roles 
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may inadvertently adopt quasi-market logics. These logics tend to prioritise efficiency and 

financial sustainability, sometimes at the expense of impartial and critical external assessment. 

While such strategies may enhance competitiveness and visibility in the short term, they risk 

shifting the underlying purpose of QA. Instead of safeguarding academic standards and serving 

the broader public interest, QA may gradually be reframed as a transactional service delivered 

to clients, rather than as a collective good that sustains trust in the external QA system. 

 

Organisational determinants emerged as crucial in translating formal provisions into credible 

operational autonomy. The presence of clear internal governance procedures, transparent 

decision-making processes, and functional separation between evaluation, decision-making, 

and appeal bodies were repeatedly cited as essential. The national case study of NAKVIS 

illustrated how such structures operate in practice: Council members, experts, and appeal 

committee members all reported high levels of autonomy, transparency, and protection from 

external interference. The effectiveness of conflict of interest procedures and the availability of 

institutional support mechanisms were central to these positive perceptions. This reinforces the 

conclusion that independence is sustained not only by formal legal status but also by the daily 

functioning of organisational safeguards. 

 

Perceptions of independence were also shaped by the degree of stakeholder engagement and 

communication. While ENQA and CEENQA interviewees emphasised the value of broad 

stakeholder representation to enhance legitimacy, ENQA review experts also cautioned that 

excessive involvement of higher education institutions in governance could generate 

perceptions of bias. Similarly, in the NAKVIS case study, experts noted that while they rarely 

experienced direct pressure, occasional concerns arose when their recommendations were 

revised during Council deliberations. This suggests that maintaining independence requires not 

only structural safeguards but also transparent communication about decision rationales, 

especially when initial expert judgements are altered. 

 

Differences in independence also emerge between private and public QA agencies: private 

agencies generally enjoy greater autonomy and are less exposed to political pressure, yet they 

may be more prone to the commercialization of QA processes, prioritizing revenue generation. 

Market pressures increasingly generate new, and often underexplored, challenges. Findings 

from the interviews indicate that, particularly within EU member states, QA agencies seeking 

international recognition, securing institutional contracts, or expanding their consultancy roles 

may inadvertently adopt market-oriented logics. These logics tend to prioritise efficiency and 

financial sustainability, sometimes at the expense of impartial and critical external assessment. 

While such strategies may enhance competitiveness and visibility in the short term, they risk 

shifting the underlying purpose of QA. Instead of safeguarding academic standards and serving 

the broader public interest, QA may gradually be reframed as a transactional service delivered 

to clients, rather than as a collective good that sustains trust in external QA system. 
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A further determinant identified was the professional culture within QA agencies. Across 

interviews and national-level findings, independence was frequently framed as a matter of 

professional ethics, where evaluators and decision-makers internalize norms of impartiality and 

resist external influence as part of their professional identity. This culture not only underpins 

individual behaviour but also serves as an informal safeguard that complements formal 

regulations and organizational structures. Trust – both within agencies and between agencies 

and their stakeholders – emerged as a central element of this professional culture, exemplified 

by Nordic QA systems. Transparent leadership, clear decision-making processes, and a 

collaborative ethos among staff and external experts were consistently highlighted as crucial 

for strengthening independence. Equally important was the relationship between QA agencies 

and higher education institutions, where constructive cooperation and mutual respect were seen 

as essential for balancing autonomy with accountability. At the same time, the political culture 

of ministries and the broader level of trust in the higher education system strongly shaped the 

environment in which agencies operate, either reinforcing or undermining their capacity to act 

independently. Building such trust requires sustained transparency, consistent communication, 

and the demonstration of fairness in both evaluation processes and institutional relationships. 

In this sense, professional culture is not confined to the internal workings of agencies but 

extends to the wider ecosystem of governance, collaboration, and trust on which the credibility 

and legitimacy of QA ultimately depend. 

 

International embeddedness and transnational integration emerged from this study as a distinct 

determinant of agency independence. Interview participants in particular emphasized that 

international embeddedness and active membership in associations such as ENQA and EQAR 

represent a crucial factor in safeguarding independence, as they provide not only external 

validation but also access to shared norms, peer support, and collective standards that buffer 

agencies from external pressures. Equally important, however, is the presence of international 

components within the agencies themselves – such as the inclusion of foreign members on 

agency boards, the involvement of international experts, or participation in international 

projects and working groups – which strengthen the capacity of agencies to uphold and further 

develop their independence. These forms of international engagement help diversify 

perspectives, reduce the risk of national political capture, and foster a culture of accountability 

that transcends local constraints. Moreover, they encourage continuous learning and adaptation, 

allowing agencies to align with evolving European standards. 

 

On the other hand, some respondents noted that associations such as ENQA and EQAR often 

take a stricter stance towards agencies from non-EU or associate member countries, which can 

slow or complicate their accession. In contrast, a more flexible approach is sometimes observed 

for EU member state agencies, especially regarding the appointment of a QA agency’s chief 

executive. This asymmetry raises questions about fairness, equal treatment, and consistent 

application of the ESG. It also reflects broader historical and institutional traditions: agencies 

from long-established EU states benefit from assumed trust in public institutions and regulatory 

frameworks aligned with the Bologna Process, whereas non-EU agencies often must 
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demonstrate higher formal compliance. While this may safeguard quality, it risks reinforcing 

structural inequalities between ‘core’ and ‘peripheral’ EHEA members, prompting debate on 

whether ESG functions as a truly common framework or a tiered system favouring certain 

institutional traditions. 

 

Finally, regional variations across the EHEA indicate that determinants of independence are 

mediated by contextual conditions. In smaller higher education systems, the proximity between 

evaluators, institutions, and policy-makers can create heightened risks of familiarity bias, which 

may necessitate stricter procedural safeguards and clearer boundaries. In larger systems, the 

challenge may be less about proximity and more about managing the influence of dominant 

institutional or political actors. The comparative evidence from ENQA reviews and interviews 

suggests that while the core determinants – political, economic, and organisational – are 

consistent across contexts, their relative salience and the mechanisms used to protect 

independence are shaped by national traditions, governance cultures, and stakeholder 

expectations. 

 

These findings indicate that the independence of QA agencies is neither solely a function of 

legal status nor entirely dependent on formal governance arrangements. Rather, it emerges from 

the interaction between formal safeguards, cultural norms, economic stability, and 

organisational practices. Stakeholder perceptions – whether from agency leadership, external 

experts, or regional network representatives – reflect both the tangible structures in place and 

the intangible trust in the system’s capacity to uphold impartiality. The evidence suggests that 

the independence of QA agencies within the EHEA is not reducible to any single determinant, 

but emerges from the interaction between political safeguards, economic resilience, 

organisational integrity, professional culture, and international embeddedness. This interplay 

highlights both the strength and fragility of independence: it can be consolidated through 

layered protections and stakeholder trust, yet it remains vulnerable to political shifts, market 

logics, or cultural traditions that do not fully internalise the value of autonomy. 

 

RQ2: What are the formal characteristics of QA agencies’ independence, and how can formal 

independence be compared across different regions of the EHEA? 

 

A critical distinction in the literature on regulatory governance—highly relevant for QA 

agencies—is that between formal (de jure) and actual (de facto) independence (Maggetti, 2007; 

Hanretty and Koop, 2013; Verhoest et al., 2015; Jordana et al., 2018). As discussed in greater 

detail in the previous chapter, de jure independence refers to legal and statutory safeguards such 

as appointments, budgets, and governance procedures, while de facto independence concerns 

how autonomy is actually exercised in practice. This distinction is essential because formal 

guarantees, although necessary, often fail to capture the complex political, cultural, and 

organisational dynamics that determine whether agencies can act autonomously in reality. 

Juanatey et al. (2021) explore three clusters of formal independence identified in the literature: 

political autonomy, social accountability, and the scope of agency responsibilities. 
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The ENQA review analyses indicate that compliance with ESG 3.3 is generally claimed across 

the EHEA, yet the means of securing formal independence vary substantially. In several Nordic 

and Western European systems, agencies operate as separate legal entities with governance 

boards composed of multiple stakeholder groups, none of which holds a dominant position. 

Appointment and dismissal of agency leadership is conducted through transparent, multi-stage 

processes that limit direct ministerial control. In contrast, in some Central, Eastern, and 

Southeastern European countries, ministries retain the legal authority to appoint or dismiss 

directors, approve strategic plans, and validate accreditation decisions. While these systems 

may still meet the formal definition of independence in the law, such provisions can be 

perceived as leaving the agency vulnerable to political influence, particularly during periods of 

government transition. 

 

A further formal characteristic of independence lies in the financial arrangements established 

by law or statute. Agencies with legal authority to set their own fees, retain surplus income, and 

diversify funding sources beyond the state budget demonstrate higher levels of formal 

budgetary autonomy. In some Western and Northern European countries, legal frameworks 

explicitly allow agencies to generate income through consultancy work, international projects, 

or evaluation services for foreign institutions. In contrast, agencies in many post-transition 

systems are restricted to a single state funding source, with annual budget allocations 

determined by the ministry. While such arrangements may be accompanied by legal guarantees 

of independence, the structural dependency they create is formally embedded and can be 

activated to influence agency operations. 

 

Formal governance structures constitute another central determinant of independence. Legal 

frameworks often stipulate the composition of governing boards or councils, the method of 

appointment, and the tenure of members. In well-established QA systems, these structures are 

designed to distribute authority across multiple sectors – higher education institutions, students, 

employers, and independent experts – while excluding direct political appointments or limiting 

them to a minority. In the Slovenian national case study, the NAKVIS Council was found to 

operate under a legal mandate that ensures broad stakeholder representation and term limits, 

supported by codified conflict of interest procedures. This arrangement is consistent with 

ENQA’s recommendations for balanced and transparent governance, which are considered 

essential for formal credibility. 

 

The appeal process is another formal safeguard enshrined in many agency statutes. A legally 

mandated separation between decision-making and appeal bodies ensures that contested 

evaluations are reviewed independently, thereby reinforcing both procedural fairness and the 

perception of impartiality. In the NAKVIS case, this separation is formalised through a distinct 

Appeal Committee, the members of which are appointed under clear eligibility and conflict of 

interest rules. Comparable structures were noted in other EHEA systems with strong formal 
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independence, although in some jurisdictions appeal are handled by the ministry or a general 

administrative court, which can reintroduce political considerations into the process. 

 

Regional comparison reveals distinct patterns in the formal institutionalisation of independence. 

European QA agencies in general display the most comprehensive legal frameworks, 

integrating structural safeguards for leadership appointments, financial autonomy, and 

procedural transparency. In Slovenia, formal independence is well-defined but still mediated by 

the historical legacies of state–university relations, requiring strong internal governance to 

reinforce legal provisions. In the Western Balkans and Eastern Partnership countries, legal 

frameworks often establish formal autonomy but leave significant powers with ministries – 

particularly in leadership appointments, budget approvals, or final decision ratifications –

creating a gap between statutory independence and its practical implementation. Surprisingly, 

in some Nordic QA systems the director of the agency is appointed by the ministry, which 

means that formal independence in this respect remains relatively low, even though evidence 

suggests that the prevailing political culture in these countries is strongly supportive of 

autonomy and impartiality. This reliance on a high-trust political environment may work well 

under stable conditions, but it also introduces potential vulnerabilities. The risk lies in uncertain 

social and political circumstances, where unforeseen events or shifts in the societal climate 

could erode the foundations of trust, thereby undermining both the strength of political culture 

and the agency’s actual independence. In this sense, the Nordic example illustrates how strong 

de facto independence can compensate for weaker de jure safeguards, but also highlights the 

fragility of such an arrangement if contextual conditions change. 

 

European-level stakeholders emphasised that good practice in formal independence is not solely 

a matter of legal drafting, but also of clarity, enforceability, and the alignment of statutes with 

operational realities. ENQA representatives noted that even well-designed legal frameworks 

can fail to protect independence if they are not accompanied by clear procedural rules for 

implementation and enforcement. CEENQA stakeholders highlighted that in post-transition 

systems, laws often contain ambiguities that can be exploited to reassert ministerial influence, 

especially during political instability. ECA perspectives further underscored the importance of 

embedding cross-border recognition and international peer review into formal arrangements, 

both to enhance credibility and to provide a protective buffer against domestic political 

pressures. 

 

Good practices identified across the EHEA include the legal prohibition of direct governmental 

vetoes over accreditation decisions, statutory guarantees of budgetary continuity independent 

of political cycles, and the requirement that governance boards include a minimum proportion 

of independent experts with no active affiliation to government or evaluated institutions. 

Weaknesses observed in other systems include the absence of term limits for board members, 

lack of legal authority to generate non-state income, and statutory provisions that place final 

decision-making power in the hands of a minister rather than the agency. The comparative 

analysis confirms that while formal independence can be defined and safeguarded through legal 
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and structural measures, the robustness of these measures varies, and their effectiveness is 

contingent on the interplay between national governance culture, institutional capacity, and the 

degree of procedural clarity embedded in the statutory framework. 

 

In sum, formal independence across the EHEA is characterised by a set of common structural 

features – legal status, governance arrangements, leadership appointment rules, financial 

autonomy provisions, and procedural safeguards such as appeal mechanisms. However, the 

strength, enforceability, and practical operation of these features vary widely by region. While 

some systems achieve a high degree of formal protection through comprehensive and balanced 

legal frameworks, others maintain only partial safeguards, leaving independence vulnerable to 

political or economic leverage despite formal compliance with ESG requirements. A common 

European framework such as the ESG provides shared benchmarks, but the uneven 

formalisation of independence across regions reveals that statutory design alone cannot 

neutralise political or institutional pressures. The resilience of formal safeguards is therefore 

contingent not only on legal drafting but also on the trust, procedural clarity, and political 

stability within which they operate. 

 

RQ3: To what extent does the formal independence of QA agencies ensure their actual 

independence, and how do cultural contexts, organizational structures, and governance 

models influence this relationship across different regions of the EHEA? 

 

The actual independence of QA agencies is shaped by a complex interplay of formal legal 

provisions, organisational structures, cultural norms, and governance models (Maggetti, 2007; 

Hanretty and Koop, 2013; Verhoest et. al, 2015; Jordana, Bianculli and Fernández-i-Marín, 

2015; Juanatey et al., 2021; CEENQA, 2022), a dynamic that is also reflected in the outcomes 

of the analysis of ENQA reports and interviews with QA stakeholders. While statutory 

safeguards – such as fixed-term leadership appointments, protected budgets, and procedural 

autonomy – establish a baseline of formal independence, they do not automatically guarantee 

that agencies can operate autonomously in practice. For example, as mentioned above, in some 

Nordic QA systems, the agency director is appointed by the ministry, which limits formal 

independence, even though strong political and professional cultures in these countries 

generally support de facto autonomy. However, uncertain social or political circumstances –

such as unforeseen events or shifts in societal climate – can still pose risks to both the prevailing 

political culture and the agency’s independence. 

 

Equally important are organisational and relational determinants. Internal leadership culture, 

transparent decision-making, collaborative practices, and trust among staff and external experts 

are critical enablers of independent operations. The relationship between QA agencies and 

higher education institutions also plays a key role, with constructive cooperation and mutual 

respect balancing autonomy with accountability. Professional culture – where evaluators and 

decision-makers internalise norms of impartiality and ethical responsibility – functions as an 

informal safeguard complementing formal regulations. Broader systemic factors, including the 
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political culture of ministries and general societal trust in higher education, further shape the 

environment in which agencies operate. These organisational, relational, and systemic factors 

illustrate that de facto independence extends beyond formal rules into the wider ecosystem of 

governance, norms, and professional expectations. 

 

Invisible determinants exert an additional, often overlooked, influence on independence. Subtle 

behavioural norms, unwritten rules regarding hierarchy and communication, internalised 

values, and approaches to ethical dilemmas shape whether staff feel empowered to voice 

concerns, challenge proposals, or uphold impartial standards. Societal and political values – 

ranging from public trust in institutions to broader attitudes toward higher education – also act 

as invisible forces that either reinforce or undermine autonomy. Recognising and actively 

nurturing these intangible elements is essential to sustain operational independence and ensure 

credibility, legitimacy, and resilience in complex governance contexts. 

 

Across the EHEA, the relationship between formal and actual independence is contingent and 

multifaceted. Evidence from ENQA reports and stakeholder interviews suggests that even 

legally independent agencies can experience subtle or indirect influences arising from cultural 

expectations, political traditions, or institutionalised patterns of stakeholder interaction 

(Carvalho et. al., 2024; Neophytou and Koutselini, 2025). In systems with strong centralised 

administrative traditions, for instance, agencies may comply procedurally with ESG 3.3 yet 

remain embedded in decision-making ecosystems where ministerial actors or sectoral 

associations exert informal influence. This was particularly evident in some Central and Eastern 

European contexts (Kohoutek et al., 2025), where post-transition governance frameworks retain 

elements of political oversight, prompting leaders to anticipate government preferences and, at 

times, to self-censor despite formal safeguards. 

 

By contrast, regions with established traditions of decentralised governance and strong 

professional self-regulation – such as the Nordic countries – tend to demonstrate closer 

alignment between formal and actual independence. Here, trust-based governance, collegial 

decision-making, and professional accountability norms reinforce legal protections, ensuring 

that autonomy is not merely a statutory formality but an embedded expectation. Interviewees 

emphasised that the absence of political interference stemmed not only from legal barriers but 

also from deeply rooted cultural norms regarding the legitimacy of expert-led evaluations. This 

illustrates that cultural context is a powerful enabler of independence, embedding autonomy 

within normative and professional values. 

 

Internal governance arrangements further mediate the relationship between formal and actual 

independence. Agencies with clearly defined roles, balanced representation in decision-making 

bodies, and robust conflict-of-interest policies are more likely to align statutory autonomy with 

operational practice. Conversely, concentrated leadership, opaque appointment procedures, or 

limited stakeholder diversity increases vulnerability to subtle pressures, even in legally 

safeguarded contexts. European-level stakeholders (ENQA, CEENQA, ECA) highlighted that 



156 

 

transparent separation of strategic oversight from operational evaluation, systematic 

stakeholder engagement, and consistent application of procedures are crucial to preserving both 

formal and actual independence. 

 

Historical and institutional contexts also influence how independence is realised, particularly 

in regions such as the Western Balkans and Eastern Partnership countries, where post-transition 

governance structures, legacies of centralised administration, and evolving political cultures 

shape both formal frameworks and the practical exercise of autonomy. The role of ministries in 

higher education governance, national administrative traditions, and transnational linkages 

through ENQA, EQAR, and cross-border projects shape both expectations and practices of 

autonomy. These European networks provide professionalisation, peer accountability, and 

protective buffers, especially for agencies in politically volatile environments. A national case 

study, NAKVIS, exemplifies the interplay of formal and actual independence: legally 

autonomous and operationally credible, it nonetheless encounters subtle pressures through 

institutional familiarity or later-stage reframing of evaluation outcomes, highlighting the 

ongoing need for vigilance. 

 

In conclusion, formal independence provides the structural foundation upon which actual 

independence is built; however, its effectiveness ultimately depends on cultural norms, 

organisational structures, and governance models. When these factors are aligned, they generate 

high levels of credibility and stakeholder trust, whereas misalignment can produce gaps 

between legal autonomy and operational reality. Strengthening agency independence across the 

EHEA therefore requires more than legal reforms – it also demands sustained investment in 

cultural, organisational, and professional capacities that embed autonomy within everyday 

practice, governance culture, and stakeholder expectations. Strong professional and political 

cultures may sustain actual autonomy even where statutory protections are weak, yet such 

arrangements remain fragile under conditions of political volatility. For the EHEA, this 

highlights the need for a dual strategy: consolidating robust legal frameworks while 

simultaneously fostering professional culture, trust-building, and transparent governance. 

Independence is further reinforced when agencies maintain open communication with 

stakeholders, explain clearly how decisions are made, and build trust through consistent 

application of rules – practices that not only protect against external influence but also 

strengthen the legitimacy of QA outcomes. 

 

Table 9.2 summarises how different factors influence QA agency independence across the three 

research questions. It shows that while formal safeguards such as laws and governance 

structures are essential, actual independence also depends on culture, ethics, and trust. Overall, 

the framework highlights the interplay between legal provisions and lived professional practice. 
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Table 9.1: Comparative Framework of QA Agency Independence Across the Three Research 

Questions 

Factor 
RQ1 – Determinants of 

independence 

RQ2 – Formal 

characteristics 

RQ3 – Formal vs. actual 

independence 

Political / Legal 

•Legal status of the 

agency  

• Government oversight 

and ministerial 

involvement  

• Scope of political 

influence 

• Statutory establishment 

(laws, acts)  

• Rules on 

appointment/dismissal of 

leadership  

• Legal bans on ministerial 

vetoes 

• Formal rules = 

necessary but not 

sufficient  

• Political culture shapes 

autonomy  

• Risks under unstable 

political conditions 

Economic / 

Financial 

• Composition of 

funding sources  

• Budgetary autonomy  

• Stability > 

diversification 

• Legal authority to set fees 

and retain surplus  

• Ability to diversify 

income  

• Statutory guarantees of 

funding continuity 

• Predictable funding 

critical 

 • Financial reliance 

manageable if evaluation 

outcomes are insulated  

• Diversification often 

symbolic 

Organisational / 

Governance 

• Internal governance 

and decision-making 

rules  

• Conflict-of-interest 

safeguards 

• Transparent appeal 

procedures 

• Board composition with 

stakeholder balance • Term 

limits for members  

• Independent appeal 

committees 

• Leadership culture and 

transparency key  

• Balanced representation 

strengthens autonomy  

• Weak governance 

increases vulnerability 

Stakeholder 

Involvement 

• Broad representation 

increases legitimacy  

• Risks of bias if HEIs 

or political actors 

dominate 

• Legal requirements for 

plural representation  

• Restrictions on political 

appointments 

• Constructive 

cooperation with HEIs 

builds trust  

• Overrepresentation 

undermines independence 

Professional 

Culture and Trust 

• Norms of impartiality 

and ethics  

• Trust among staff and 

experts  

• Transparency as daily 

practice 

• Conflict-of-interest rules 

codify integrity 

• Trust and ethics = 

informal safeguards  

• Legitimacy depends on 

credibility and fairness  

• High-trust cultures (e.g., 

Nordics) sustain 

independence 

Unwritten Rules / 

Invisible Norms 

• Informal expectations 

and communication 

styles  

• Values embedded in 

professional identity 

• Rarely codified in law 

• Behavioural norms, 

hierarchies, ethics in 

practice shape de facto 

independence  

• Empowerment to 

challenge or resist 
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Factor 
RQ1 – Determinants of 

independence 

RQ2 – Formal 

characteristics 

RQ3 – Formal vs. actual 

independence 

pressure depends on 

culture 

International 

Embeddedness 

and Associations 

• ENQA/EQAR 

/CEENQA membership 

reinforces independence  

• International experts 

reduce capture 

• Cross-border recognition, 

participation in projects 

• External validation 

strengthens autonomy  

• Unequal treatment: 

stricter for non-EU vs. 

softer for EU members → 

fairness concerns 

Market Pressures 

• Consultancy, 

international contracts, 

competition  

• Risk of QA becoming 

transactional service 

• Some legal frameworks 

allow consultancy income 

• Market logics may 

undermine impartiality  

• Efficiency/profit 

motives can dilute public 

good function 

Regional 

Variations 

• Centralised = more 

political leverage  

• Decentralised = 

stronger autonomy 

• Nordic/Western = stronger 

frameworks  

• CEE/Western Balkans = 

weaker despite formal 

autonomy  

• Nordic paradox: can be 

weak de jure, strong de 

facto 

• CEE = informal 

pressures, self-censorship  

• Nordics = alignment of 

law and culture  

• Stability depends on 

political trust 

Overall Insight 

• Independence shaped 

by political, economic, 

organisational, cultural, 

international and market 

factors 

• Formal safeguards vary in 

strength and enforceability  

• Best practice = clear 

statutes + balanced 

governance + financial 

autonomy 

• Actual independence = 

law + culture + 

governance + trust  

• Misalignment → gap 

between formal and real 

autonomy 

 

 

9.3. Conclusion  

 

The analysis of the independence of QA agencies across the EHEA demonstrates that agency 

autonomy cannot be reduced to a single dimension but rather emerges from the interplay of 

political, economic, organisational, cultural, and international factors. RQ1 highlighted that 

while independence is often framed as a legal and institutional condition, its credibility 

ultimately depends on how agencies navigate their broader governance ecosystems. Political 

determinants—such as ministerial involvement in appointments or funding – remain central, 

yet their impact is mediated by cultural traditions of governance. In centralised systems, formal 

safeguards frequently fail to insulate agencies from political influence, whereas in decentralised 

contexts, autonomy is more readily respected. Economic factors further reinforce this dynamic: 

financial stability and predictability are more critical than diversified income streams in 
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sustaining independence. Organisational safeguards, such as transparent procedures, conflict-

of-interest rules, and separation of evaluative and appeal bodies, provide necessary credibility. 

However, RQ1 also underscored new risks, including market pressures and the growing 

tendency to frame QA as a transactional service rather than a public good, which could 

undermine the system’s legitimacy in the long term. 

 

RQ2 showed that formal independence – de jure autonomy – rests primarily on legal 

frameworks, governance structures, and statutory financial arrangements. While most agencies 

formally comply with ESG Standard 3.3, significant variation exists in how independence is 

institutionalised. Western and Nordic systems tend to codify independence through multi-

stakeholder governance and transparent leadership appointment processes, while many Central 

and Eastern European systems retain strong ministerial control despite legal recognition of 

agency autonomy. The paradox of the Nordic model illustrates that high levels of trust can 

compensate for weaker formal safeguards, but this reliance introduces potential fragility if 

political or societal conditions shift. Comparative evidence also points to inconsistencies in 

European-level practices, where ENQA and EQAR adopt stricter standards for non-EU 

agencies than for EU-based ones. This asymmetry raises critical questions of fairness and equal 

treatment, suggesting that formal compliance frameworks risk reproducing structural 

inequalities within the EHEA rather than providing a genuinely common standard. 

 

Importantly, these comparative findings do not imply that policy lessons can be transferred 

mechanically from one regional governance tradition to another. Rather, cross-regional learning 

is most robust at the level of mechanisms and scope conditions: the analysis identifies which 

formal safeguards are associated with stronger de jure independence (e.g., insulation of 

appointments, budget predictability, and procedural separation of decisions and appeals), while 

showing that their effectiveness depends on administrative culture, regulatory style, and 

historically embedded state–university relations. In this sense, the dissertation offers context-

sensitive lessons – clarifying “what tends to work, for whom, and under which conditions” – 

rather than uniform prescriptions that would apply in the same way across Central, Southern, 

Nordic, or post-transition settings. This qualification is particularly relevant for RQ2: while de 

jure provisions can be compared because they are codified and observable, their policy 

implications remain contingent, since similar statutory designs may produce different de facto 

outcomes in settings marked by hierarchical state control, highly prescriptive legalism, or low-

trust political environments. Accordingly, cross-regional conclusions are presented as 

typological rather than universal, and divergences between regions are treated as analytically 

meaningful evidence of how governance traditions shape the translation of shared ESG 

principles into national institutional realities. 

 

The findings from RQ3 emphasised that formal provisions, while foundational, cannot by 

themselves guarantee actual independence. De facto autonomy depends on organisational 

integrity and professional culture. In systems with strong professional cultures, evaluators 

internalise independence as part of their identity, creating informal safeguards that are as 
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important as legal ones. Where such norms are absent, however, agencies may formally meet 

independence criteria yet still self-censor in anticipation of political preferences, particularly in 

post-transition countries. This demonstrates that the gap between legal autonomy and actual 

practice is often less about the quality of statutory frameworks and more about the surrounding 

governance culture and the credibility of institutional actors.  

 

Taken together, the three research questions confirm that independence is not purely a legal 

construct but a contingent process. Effective autonomy requires not only legal safeguards but 

also resilient organisational practices, supportive political and professional cultures, and 

sustained international embeddedness. The findings call for a critical rethinking of how 

independence is conceptualised within the EHEA: rather than treating it as a fixed legal 

category, it should be recognised as a relational construct, constantly renegotiated through 

formal rules, informal practices, and the trust that binds institutions, stakeholders, and 

international networks. For policy and practice, this implies that strengthening independence 

cannot be achieved through legislation alone. Instead, it requires continuous investment in 

professionalisation, transparent governance, cross-border peer learning, and trust-building with 

stakeholders. Without these, formal autonomy risks remaining symbolic, vulnerable to political 

leverage, marketisation pressures, and uneven application across regions. Equally important, 

independence is reinforced through active collaboration with stakeholders, transparent 

communication of decision rationales, and the consistent cultivation of mutual trust. These 

practices transform formal guarantees into lived realities, ensuring that autonomy is not only 

protected in law but also credibly enacted in practice. 

 

Finally, the research highlights the power of invisible determinants – unwritten rules, tacit 

behavioural expectations, and professional identities – which often outweigh formal provisions 

in shaping actual independence. While statutes can prescribe structures, it is everyday practices 

of transparency, the willingness of staff to voice dissent, and the professional ethos of evaluators 

that sustain autonomy in practice. This finding disrupts the conventional assumption that 

independence is primarily a legal or structural matter: instead, it emerges as a deeply cultural 

and relational construct. For policymakers, this suggests that independence cannot simply be 

legislated into existence; it must also be nurtured through long-term investments in 

professionalisation, ethics, and trust-building. 

 

Looking ahead, the findings suggest that the durability of QA independence across the EHEA 

will depend not only on the refinement of statutory frameworks but also on the everyday 

enactment of autonomy through collaboration with stakeholders, transparent communication of 

decisions, and the cultivation of mutual trust. These practices transform independence from a 

legal abstraction into a lived reality, strengthening both credibility and legitimacy. At the same 

time, emerging challenges – ranging from political volatility and marketisation pressures to 

digitalisation and the growing internationalisation of QA – will test the resilience of existing 

safeguards. Independence must therefore be understood not only as a regulatory requirement 
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but as a shared public good, whose preservation requires vigilance, reflexivity, and continuous 

investment in professional cultures of integrity. 

  



162 

 

10. RECOMMENDATIONS TO ENHANCE INDEPENDENCE OF QA AGENCIES 

 

10.1. Introduction 

 

In this chapter, a set of strategic and practical recommendations is presented, aimed at 

strengthening the independence, credibility, and operational resilience of QA agencies across 

diverse national contexts within the EHEA. The recommendations are organised according to 

the principal stakeholder groups responsible for – or directly affected by – their implementation. 

These comprise two main levels of governance: (1) national-level stakeholders, including QA 

agencies and their governing boards, ministries, national policymakers, funding bodies, and 

oversight institutions; and (2) European-level stakeholders, such as regional and transnational 

QA networks (ENQA, EQAR, CEENQA, ECA), as well as higher education institutions and 

representative bodies operating across borders. This structure highlights the multi-layered 

nature of QA governance, ensuring that both national reform efforts and European cooperation 

frameworks are addressed in a coherent and complementary manner. 

 

Within each stakeholder group, recommendations are further organised around key domains of 

governance and practice, including legal protections, stakeholder engagement, expert selection, 

appeal mechanisms, financial autonomy, and organisational culture. Particular attention is given 

to regions where structural or historical factors may limit the realisation of full independence –

such as the Western Balkans, the Eastern Partnership countries, and certain EU member states 

undergoing administrative reform or political transition. This chapter embraces such a balanced 

perspective and is thus not aimed at advocating for complete insulation of QA agencies from 

political or societal accountability. Instead, the objective is to identify mechanisms that preserve 

institutional autonomy, while reinforcing legitimacy, trust, and stakeholder confidence. 

 

The intention in this chapter is therefore to move beyond general affirmations of independence 

and to provide concrete, context-sensitive guidance for QA agencies, policymakers, and higher 

education stakeholders. The recommendations are structured around key domains of agency 

governance and practice, including legal protections, stakeholder engagement, expert selection, 

appeal mechanisms, financial autonomy, and organisational culture. Particular attention is given 

to regions where structural or historical factors may limit the realisation of full independence –

such as the Western Balkans, the Eastern Partnership countries, and certain EU member states 

undergoing administrative reform or political transition. 

 

The overall objective of this chapter is not to advocate for complete insulation of QA agencies 

from political or societal accountability. Rather, the aim is to identify mechanisms that 

safeguard institutional autonomy while at the same time reinforcing legitimacy, trust, and 

stakeholder confidence. The recommendations are thus offered not as prescriptive solutions but 

as adaptable tools that can support locally embedded, yet internationally coherent, pathways 

toward professional and independent QA. 
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10.2. Recommendations for Multiple Stakeholders in the QA Ecosystem 

 

Recommendation 1: Ensure transparent and legally protected appointment procedures for 

agency leadership 

Stakeholder group: National policymakers, ministries, and QA governing boards ministries 

 

One of the main threats to the functional independence of QA agencies lies in the appointment 

of executive leadership. Although many agencies formally enjoy legal independence, the 

findings of this research reveal that opaque or politically influenced selection processes 

continue to undermine autonomy and public confidence. These results mirror broader insights 

from regulatory governance literature, which highlights the appointment stage as a key 

vulnerability where political capture may occur (OECD, 2017; Jordana, Bianculli and 

Fernández-i-Marín, 2015; Demšar, 2022, 2024). The perception of proximity to government 

actorscan significantly erode the credibility and legitimacy of QA outcomes. 

 

To safeguard autonomy, appointment and dismissal procedures must therefore be transparent, 

merit-based, and legally codified. As Demšar (2024) emphasises, transparency functions as a 

cornerstone of organisational credibility, fostering public trust in an agency’s decisions, 

processes, and ethical standards. In higher education QA, where perceptions of impartiality 

directly affect institutional reputation, such mechanisms are not optional but foundational. 

Publicly disclosed selection criteria and the inclusion of multi-stakeholder committees – with 

balanced representation from academia, students, and civil society – help to ensure impartiality, 

inclusiveness, and democratic legitimacy. As Kristensen (2010) argues, embedding 

participatory and transparent practices within an internal quality culture enhances 

responsiveness to external demands for accountability and credibility. 

 

Fixed terms of office and clearly defined dismissal criteria further act as safeguards against 

arbitrary removal and political coercion. These mechanisms protect executive leaders from 

short-term political pressures and reinforce the principle of tenure stability as a condition for 

effective governance. Gregory (2015) observes that in systems with a strong rule of law, 

independence from direct political control is widely recognised as essential for the integrity and 

effectiveness of regulatory institutions. Therefore, beyond adopting protective mechanisms, QA 

agencies must also ensure that these rules are consistently implemented and periodically 

reviewed by independent oversight bodies. 

 

Functional independence also depends on a clear delineation of competences among QA 

agencies, ministries, and associated policy bodies. In systems where responsibilities overlap or 

remain vaguely defined, agencies are more exposed to external influence and administrative 

interference. To address this, regular internal and external reviews should critically examine 

whether autonomy is exercised in practice, not merely guaranteed by law. This resonates with 

Koop’s (2011) view that accountability outside ministerial hierarchies can be maintained 

through a variety of alternative mechanisms, provided they are transparent and consistent. 
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In addition, QA agencies should actively engage in policy and legislative processes. 

Constructive participation and collaboration with reform-oriented stakeholders allows agencies 

to contribute to the coherence and credibility of the regulatory framework. In more politically 

sensitive environments, the temporary inclusion of international observers or advisory boards 

may further strengthen impartiality and compliance with international standards. As the OECD 

(2017, p. 25) notes, “Regulators should be proactive in informing and promoting better 

understanding in the executive, legislature and other public and private stakeholders.” 

 

Finally, foundational legislation must explicitly define QA agencies as independent legal 

entities, equipped with administrative, financial, and decision-making autonomy. Such 

autonomy should include the authority to develop internal procedures, define evaluation 

methodologies, and issue accreditation decisions free from political approval (ESG, 2015). 

Ministries and political actors should retain only high-level oversight functions compatible with 

democratic accountability. As Hanretty and Koop (2013) argue, the degree of formal 

independence enshrined in these provisions is typically the most important determinant of the 

actual autonomy exercised by an agency in practice. 

 

Recommendation 2: Ensure transparent governance structures and strengthen procedural 

clarity in QA 

Stakeholder group: QA agencies and their governing boards 

 

Transparency and good governance form the backbone of QA agencies’ legitimacy, credibility, 

and effectiveness (Demšar, 2024). The ESG (2015) frame independence in Standard 3.3. not 

only as an operational principle but as an ethical commitment to openness, trust, and public 

accountability. Building on this foundation, this recommendation focuses on enhancing internal 

governance, procedural clarity, and stakeholder communication within QA agencies. 

 

Regulatory research consistently links transparent governance to the effectiveness and 

perceived independence of public bodies (Maggetti, 2007; Gregory, 2015; Jordana, Bianculli 

and Fernández-i-Marín, 2015; Juanatey et al., 2021). In QA, independence and trust are 

inseparable from procedural openness and access to reliable information. As Keane (2011) 

notes, transparency and access to information are essential dimensions of accountability, 

ensuring that agencies’ authority remains both legitimate and publicly understood. 

 

Empirical findings from this study reveal persistent weaknesses in the accessibility and clarity 

of procedural information. Evaluation criteria, timelines, and rationales for decisions are often 

inconsistently communicated, creating uncertainty and perceptions of arbitrariness. Agencies 

should therefore publish predefined evaluation standards, decision-making criteria, and 

thematic reports that illustrate how judgments are reached. Such transparency not only 

enhances stakeholder confidence but also strengthens the perceived fairness and predictability 

of QA outcomes (ENQA, 2020; EUA, 2018). As Verhoest et al. (2015) point out, formal 
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independence—while necessary—must be reinforced by governance structures that make 

agency practices intelligible, consistent, and accountable in practice. 

 

Robust internal governance mechanisms are key to realising these aims. Interviews conducted 

for this research highlighted the importance of independent boards with balanced stakeholder 

representation, including academics, students, and civil society. As highlighted in relevant 

European QA association reports and guidelines, such as those published by ENQA, diverse 

perspectives enhance the quality and legitimacy of decision-making while safeguarding against 

narrow institutional biases. Equally important is a clear delineation of strategic, operational, 

and evaluative roles within agencies, which ensures internal checks and balances and prevents 

conflicts of interest. Criteria for appointing external experts should be publicly available, 

regularly reviewed, and overseen by independent selection committees to uphold procedural 

integrity. 

 

Beyond internal arrangements, transparent communication with external stakeholders is 

crucial. Agencies should routinely publish summary rationales, appeal outcomes, and analytical 

reports, while maintaining open channels of dialogue with ministries, higher education 

institutions, and the wider public. As Kosack and Fung (2014) and Jordana et al. (2015) 

emphasise, accountability is not limited to disclosure but also entails active dialogue, debate, 

and responsiveness to stakeholder concerns. Communication strategies that facilitate such two-

way engagement help prevent misunderstandings, build trust, and reinforce the perception of 

independence. 

 

Institutionalising stakeholder feedback mechanisms – through surveys, consultations, or 

anonymous reporting – further enhances responsiveness and organisational learning. Feedback 

loops should serve as genuine instruments of improvement, helping agencies detect procedural 

weaknesses and strengthen their accountability (Kosack and Fung, 2014). However, 

transparency must also be matched with safeguards against potential misuse of institutional 

authority. As Koop (2015) warns, agencies insulated from political control may still be 

vulnerable to internal capture or self-interest. Embedding ethical standards, regular audits, and 

peer oversight ensures that transparency functions as a democratic safeguard rather than a 

symbolic exercise. 

 

Recommendation 3: Ensure institutional ownership of evaluation criteria and methodological 

standards 

Stakeholder group: QA agencies, ministries, and national legislatures 

 

A central condition of QA independence lies in the authority to define and manage 

methodological frameworks governing external evaluations (ESG, 2015). Yet in many national 

systems – especially those under close ministerial supervision – QA agencies still operate with 

limited mandates over evaluation design. As confirmed by this study, such restrictions weaken 

credibility and constrain agencies’ ability to function as neutral, expert-based regulators. 
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To uphold the principles of autonomy and professionalism articulated in the ESG, agencies 

must hold exclusive legal and institutional responsibility for developing, revising, and adopting 

evaluation and accreditation frameworks. This includes setting criteria, defining review 

structures and cycles, and determining peer-assessment procedures. Where these powers are 

shared or subordinated to ministries or politically appointed councils, targeted legislative 

reforms are needed to align competences with the functional requirements of independent QA. 

As ENQA (2020) and Koop and Hanretty (2018) observe, procedural control over methodology 

is the clearest indicator of de facto independence and a prerequisite for mutual trust and cross-

border recognition. 

 

Institutional ownership, however, should coexist with structured stakeholder consultation. 

Participatory mechanisms – such as expert working groups, stakeholder panels, and open 

consultations – enhance legitimacy and relevance while preserving agency discretion. As Selin 

(2015) notes, engagement in rulemaking should be formalised without undermining 

institutional control. Representatives of academic staff, students, and employers should 

contribute to consultations, but final authority for methodological decisions must remain with 

the agency to avoid capture and ensure impartiality. Verhoest et al. (2015) similarly find that 

legitimacy grows when agencies combine upward and downward accountability with genuine 

professional discretion. 

 

Autonomy in methodology must extend across all dimensions of QA – from the formulation of 

standards and peer-review design to the selection and management of experts. Ministerial 

approval or oversight of these elements compromises both integrity and perceived 

independence. ENQA review evidence consistently shows that QA loses its trust-generating 

function when political interference clouds methodological consistency. As Jordana et al. 

(2015) underline, accountability should operate within a system of checks and balances that 

protects agency competence and societal trust alike. 

 

Expert recruitment is particularly crucial. Agencies must retain full authority over vetting, 

appointment, and evaluation of reviewers, based on merit, expertise, and ethics. Selection 

procedures should be transparent, traceable, and publicly documented, including eligibility 

criteria, rotation rules, and complaint mechanisms. In line with Jordana et al. (2015), QA 

agencies must demonstrate public accountability while preserving methodological sovereignty. 

 

Finally, institutional ownership of methodology must be secured in national legislation to 

prevent ad hoc political revision. Agencies should have the legal authority to design and update 

evaluation methodologies autonomously, ensuring responsiveness to evolving higher-education 

trends. Excessive legislative control risks rigidity and undermines innovation in quality 

assurance. Granting agencies exclusive competence over methodological design is therefore 

not merely technical – it is foundational to legitimacy, transparency, and professionalism. As 

the literature consistently indicates, formal and de facto independence must converge at the 
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level of methodological control if QA is to remain a credible guarantor of academic quality, 

international recognition, and societal trust. 

 

Recommendation 4: Enhance expert capacity, integrity, and selection mechanisms to 

safeguard methodological independence  

Stakeholder group: QA agencies, expert communities, and European QA networks 

 

The professional competence, integrity, and impartiality of external experts form the foundation 

of QA credibility. According to the ESG (2015), experts must be carefully selected, 

appropriately skilled, and adequately trained to ensure neutrality and excellence. The findings 

of this study reaffirm that expert capacity and ethical conduct are critical determinants of 

methodological independence. 

 

Comprehensive training and mentorship are essential for sustaining expert professionalism. 

Respondents highlighted the need for practical, experiential formats – case-based modules, 

simulations, and real-case walkthroughs – tailored to diverse institutional contexts such as 

private providers or research-intensive universities. These training programmes should not only 

familiarise experts with procedures but also strengthen their capacity to address contextual 

dilemmas and exercise sound professional judgement. Mentorship arrangements, pairing new 

evaluators with experienced peers, can further support learning, foster professional confidence, 

and reinforce a culture of impartiality and ethical conduct. 

 

To promote continuous improvement, agencies should institutionalise peer-learning activities, 

post-evaluation debriefings, and feedback loops that allow experts to reflect on performance 

and share methodological insights. Respondents underscored that communication between 

agencies and experts must be more transparent, especially regarding how expert input informs 

final decisions. Regular updates, summary rationales, and briefings on appeal outcomes 

enhance engagement and foster a shared sense of ownership and trust. Transparent two-way 

communication thus serves not only as a management tool but also as a mechanism of 

accountability and motivation. 

 

Operational coherence is strengthened when experts receive timely and comprehensive 

documentation, including prior evaluation reports, conditions, and institutional responses, as 

highlighted in the findings of the expert survey within the national case study. Early access 

enables better-prepared reviews and ensures continuity across evaluation cycles, aligning with 

Verhoest et al. (2015), who emphasize the importance of professional discretion and 

preparedness as key components of independence. 

 

Transparency and fairness in expert selection are equally crucial. Agencies should apply clear, 

publicly available eligibility criteria, maintain open calls, and use structured, traceable selection 

procedures to ensure equity and avoid perceptions of favouritism. Stensaker and Harvey (2011) 

note that trust is a foundational element in the relationship between higher education 
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institutions, quality assurance agencies, and the public. They argue that accountability 

mechanisms are most effective when they reinforce, rather than erode, trust among 

stakeholders. Agencies should advocate for expert engagement to be acknowledged in academic 

promotion and professional development frameworks, aligning with Harvey and Green’s (1993) 

conception of quality as development and enhancement rather than mere compliance. Such 

recognition embeds QA participation within broader academic career structures, strengthening 

long-term commitment and professionalisation. 

 

Finally, autonomy in expert selection is a non-negotiable element of methodological 

independence. In some jurisdictions, ministerial approval or institutional vetoes compromise 

neutrality and erode trust. QA agencies must therefore establish fully autonomous internal 

selection systems, based on predefined eligibility criteria and overseen by independent 

committees free of political or institutional influence. Algorithmic tools may support balanced 

panel composition, but ultimate responsibility for appointments must rest with the agency itself.  

 

Recommendation 5: Reinforce the integrity, impartiality, and transparency of decision- 

making bodies  

Stakeholder group: QA governing boards, ministries, and independent oversight bodies 

 

The integrity and independence of decision-making bodies are central to the credibility of QA 

systems. As confirmed by both literature and empirical findings, the composition and 

functioning of governing boards directly influence impartiality and public trust in accreditation 

outcomes. Yet, across the EHEA, vulnerabilities persist where political or ministerial influence 

still extends to appointments or final approvals (ENQA, 2020; EUA, 2021), undermining the 

principle that QA must serve the public interest independently of political cycles. 

 

Integrity in public agencies, as Aulich (2011) observes, depends on coherent institutional 

design, ethical rules, and transparent procedures that collectively foster a culture of 

independence. To uphold these standards, QA agencies should ensure that board appointments 

are publicly accessible, merit-based, and procedurally transparent, preventing domination by 

any single stakeholder group – particularly government representatives. Balanced 

representation from academia, students, civil society, and labour market actors supports 

pluralistic, evidence-based decision-making. While a limited governmental presence can be 

retained for accountability, it must not entail veto powers or binding ratification over 

accreditation results. 

 

Boards should operate under formally defined mandates, codes of conduct, and transparent 

voting procedures, with decisions – especially denials or conditional approvals – accompanied 

by publicly available rationales. Publishing anonymised summaries of decisions and appeal 

outcomes further strengthens legitimacy and public confidence. National frameworks requiring 

ministerial ratification of QA outcomes should be revised, ensuring that agencies hold final and 
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binding authority over accreditation decisions, subject only to due-process appeal consistent 

with legal proportionality and natural justice. 

 

To reinforce impartiality, agencies must maintain a clear functional separation between 

decision-making entities and operational units. Councils and Appeal Committees should remain 

structurally independent from administrative departments coordinating site visits or expert 

panels, thereby insulating evaluative judgments from internal or political interference. As Guidi 

(2015) notes, true independence requires protection across both procedural and deliberative 

dimensions. Professional staff also play a vital role in maintaining governance integrity. 

Recruitment should prioritise merit, expertise, and ethical standards, supported by structured 

onboarding, continuous training, and ethical guidance. 

 

Comprehensive conflict-of-interest policies remain indispensable. These should mandate 

disclosure, establish clear handling procedures, and include preventive safeguards such as 

recusal, term limits, and post-employment restrictions. Policies must apply uniformly to board 

members, staff, and external experts, be periodically reviewed, and include sanctions for non-

compliance. Clear delineation of roles between QA agencies, ministries, and advisory bodies 

further prevents overlap and confusion. Findings from this study confirm that structured 

appointment procedures, publication of anonymised decisions, and internal reviews – such as 

those practiced by NAKVIS – enhance legitimacy and stakeholder trust. To build on these 

strengths, agencies should host joint reflective workshops between governance bodies and 

introduce self-evaluation mechanisms, such as peer feedback or post-decision surveys, to foster 

learning and prevent procedural drift. 

 

Finally, public perception of impartiality depends on the visibility and consistency of agency 

decisions. Agencies should continue publishing timely summaries and maintaining transparent 

communication with stakeholders. Succession planning, onboarding programmes, and 

accessible decision archives ensure continuity, institutional memory, and consistency across 

governance cycles – cornerstones of credibility in both national and European QA systems. 

 

Recommendation 6: Establish structurally independent and transparent appeal mechanisms  

Stakeholder group: QA agencies, national policymakers, and legal oversight institutions 

 

Standard 2.7 of the ESG affirms that appeal and complaints mechanisms are integral to external 

QA, ensuring fairness, accountability, and institutional trust. While these procedures are 

intended to guarantee due process, ENQA reviews in this study reveal persistent inconsistencies 

in their independence and functionality across the EHEA. In several systems, appeal bodies 

remain structurally linked to initial decision-making authorities, undermining impartiality and 

eroding confidence in QA outcomes. 

 

To uphold procedural justice, appeal mechanisms must be structurally and functionally 

independent of both operational units and decision-making councils. ENQA (2020, 2023) and 
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the ESG (2015) emphasise that autonomy can be achieved either through separate internal 

bodies with clearly defined separation lines or through external entities established by statute. 

In all cases, appeal committees should operate under conditions ensuring legal impartiality, 

professional competence, and institutional legitimacy. Appointment of committee members 

must follow transparent, criteria-based procedures, explicitly excluding anyone involved in the 

original evaluation to prevent conflicts of interest and safeguard objectivity. 

 

Clear legal mandates and scope of authority are vital. National legislation should explicitly 

empower appeal bodies to confirm, revise, or overturn accreditation decisions without requiring 

ministerial ratification or political approval. Appeal outcomes must be binding and enforceable, 

with only judicial review under general administrative law as a final safeguard. As noted in 

ENQA’s Guidelines for Agency Reviews (2023) and the Bologna Process Implementation 

Report (Eurydice, 2020), external interference at the appeal stage jeopardises both credibility 

and legal certainty, weakening QA as a regulatory instrument. 

 

Transparency and communication are equally essential for reinforcing trust. QA agencies 

should regularly publish anonymised summaries of appeal decisions and statistical overviews 

of trends or recurring issues (Demšar, 2022, 2024). Such openness enhances understanding of 

interpretive consistency, promotes institutional learning, and signals accountability. 

Disseminating concise, user-friendly procedural guides further strengthens accessibility and 

comprehension, ensuring that institutions and other stakeholders understand deadlines, 

documentation requirements, and appealable grounds. 

 

Effective appeal management also depends on clear procedural protocols within agencies. 

These should include designated administrative support, conflict-of-interest declarations for all 

participants, thorough documentation of each case, and time-bound resolution periods to 

guarantee efficiency and predictability. Periodic audits or peer observations of appeal 

mechanisms can provide additional assurance of compliance with international good practice 

and continuous improvement. 

 

Recommendation 7: Secure financial and organisational autonomy  

Stakeholder group: Ministries, national funding bodies, and QA agencies 

 

Financial and organisational autonomy constitute a core foundation of QA independence. 

Although most European QA agencies are formally autonomous, many remain constrained by 

financial dependencies and administrative integration within ministerial structures, as 

highlighted by the respondents in this study. As this study confirms, reliance on politically 

negotiated budgets and shared infrastructures introduces subtle but persistent risks to 

impartiality, strategic planning, and institutional integrity. 

 

As Hanretty and Koop (2013) emphasise, formal or statutory safeguards – such as legal 

provisions for leadership appointment procedures, separation of agency status, and constraints 
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on political interference – play a central role in defining the constitutional framework of agency 

independence. Accordingly, national legislation should establish legally protected, multi-

annual funding mechanisms insulated from political discretion and tied to transparent, objective 

criteria. Stable and predictable funding enables long-term planning and shields agencies from 

partisan interference. Yet financial source alone is not decisive – what matters is the agency’s 

ability to autonomously assess needs, allocate resources, and manage its internal operations. 

Autonomy must extend to procurement, staffing, and IT systems, ensuring functional 

independence from central government administration.  

 

The ESG (2015, Standard 3.5) further underline that agencies must be “adequately and 

appropriately funded” to fulfil their mandate effectively. To enhance resilience, agencies should 

pursue diversified and transparent revenue streams, including EU-funded projects, bilateral QA 

initiatives, and international peer reviews. When designed ethically and in line with the public 

mandate, such diversification strengthens stability without compromising impartiality. Service-

based fees may complement public funding if applied transparently and proportionately, 

ensuring equal treatment across institutions. Empirical findings show that several agencies 

successfully balance external contract-based work with their public missions under clear quality 

and ethical protocols. 

 

Financial independence must also be accompanied by organisational autonomy and internal 

capacity building. Agencies should have full control over recruitment, performance evaluation, 

and digital infrastructure, supported by competent professional staff. Internal audit systems, 

multi-year budgeting frameworks, and regular financial sustainability reviews enhance 

accountability while reinforcing managerial professionalism and transparency toward 

stakeholders. 

 

Budget allocation must remain explicitly de-linked from accreditation outcomes or political 

expectations, ensuring that evaluative decisions are not influenced by resource dependency. At 

the same time, participation in international cooperation and peer networks provides protective 

and developmental benefits. Engagement in transnational evaluations, comparative studies, and 

EU capacity-building programmes strengthens resilience, fosters mutual learning, and anchors 

agencies within a wider European accountability framework.  

 

Finally, external funding opportunities such as Erasmus+, Horizon Europe, or Structural 

Reform Support programmes can play an important role in supporting innovation, digital 

transformation, and professional development – particularly for agencies with limited national 

resources. Participation in such initiatives, however, requires internal project management 

capacity and strategic foresight grounded in institutional autonomy. 
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Recommendation 8: Foster an organisational culture of independence  

Stakeholder group: QA agencies, leadership, their staff and experts 

 

Legal and structural safeguards are prerequisites for QA independence but insufficient on their 

own. As OECD (2017) and successive ENQA reviews (2021) emphasise, formal guarantees of 

autonomy do not automatically translate into operational reality. Especially in politically 

sensitive contexts, agencies remain vulnerable to both overt and subtle pressures. To withstand 

these influences, QA bodies must cultivate an organisational culture of independence – an ethos 

of impartiality, ethical resilience, and professional responsibility embedded across all levels of 

practice. 

 

Transparency is a cornerstone of this culture. It enhances legitimacy, reduces perceptions of 

bias, and fosters public trust. Keane (2011) emphasises that access to information is a 

fundamental aspect of democratic governance, enabling citizens to monitor and evaluate the 

performance of public institutions. QA agencies should therefore make public their 

organisational structures, governance arrangements, expert-selection criteria, and decision-

making procedures. Clear, anonymised rationales for negative or conditional decisions 

reinforce institutional credibility and accountability.  

 

Transparency is a cornerstone of a strong quality culture. It enhances legitimacy, reduces 

perceptions of bias, and fosters public trust. The analysis showed that QA agencies should make 

their organisational structures, governance arrangements, expert selection criteria, and decision-

making procedures publicly available. Providing clear, anonymised justifications for negative 

or conditional decisions further reinforces institutional credibility and accountability. A well-

developed internal quality culture also promotes greater responsiveness to external expectations 

and strengthens long-term commitment and professionalisation. 

 

The recruitment and development of staff and experts are equally vital. Agencies should ensure 

open, merit-based, and depoliticised hiring, coupled with continuous training in conflict-of-

interest management, ESG interpretation, and ethical decision-making. Respondents stressed 

that evaluators must be equipped to recognise and resist undue influence—requiring dedicated 

training, peer-learning opportunities, and reflective forums. Differing interpretations of “undue 

influence” highlight the need for clear institutional norms and sustained ethical literacy. Regular 

self-assessment, internal audits, and transparent public reporting on evaluations, finances, and 

stakeholder feedback sustain accountability over time. External peer reviews provide an 

additional safeguard and symbolise a willingness to be held to the same standards agencies 

expect of others – an act that powerfully conveys integrity and credibility. 

 

Ultimately, the perception of independence is as crucial as its legal foundation. The outcomes 

of this study showed that public trust depends on consistency, clarity, and evidence-based 

reasoning, not merely on statutory guarantees. By combining transparent procedures, ethical 
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conduct, inclusive governance, and reflective professionalism, QA agencies can embed 

independence as a living institutional value. Agencies that internalise these principles are better 

equipped to resist political interference, protect academic freedom, and uphold their role as 

impartial guarantors of quality within the European Higher Education Area. 

 

Recommendation 9: Institutionalise structured and balanced stakeholder involvement  

Stakeholder group: QA agencies and their governing boards; higher education institutions; 

student and societal representatives; ministries and national policymakers; European QA 

networks 

 

Stakeholder engagement is widely recognised as a cornerstone of modern QA systems. As 

outlined in the ESG (2015), meaningful participation of students, higher education institutions, 

and societal actors not only enhances the relevance of evaluation frameworks but also fosters 

public trust, transparency, and legitimacy. However, while engagement is essential, it must be 

carefully structured to ensure that the agency’s independence in decision-making is not 

undermined. As this study confirms, QA agencies must institutionalise stakeholder involvement 

in a way that is inclusive, transparent, and procedurally protected – yet insulated from undue 

influence or dominance by any one actor. 

 

This study confirms that agencies that embed stakeholder engagement within all phases of QA 

– through consultations with institutions, students, and employers – enhance institutional 

ownership of evaluation processes and secure wider legitimacy for their decisions. Such 

participatory practices must be underpinned by formalised mechanisms for dialogue, including 

advisory panels, feedback surveys, and public consultations, ensuring that independence is 

balanced with openness and accountability, outcomes suggest. Moreover, respondents suggest 

engagement must also be meaningful rather than symbolic. Superficial consultation – where 

stakeholder input is collected but not reflected in outcomes – risks eroding trust and legitimacy. 

 

Effective stakeholder engagement enhances methodological quality and contextual 

responsiveness. ESG outline that agencies need to be accountable to their stakeholders. Higher 

education institutions provide insights into programme delivery and sector-specific challenges, 

while student input is crucial for aligning evaluations with learner experiences and expectations. 

Employer perspectives contribute to assessing labour market relevance and societal impact. The 

European Students’ Union (ESU, 2018, 2020) highlights that structured involvement of these 

groups in the development and review of QA methodologies ensures the system remains 

dynamic, adaptive, and socially embedded. However, such participation must not compromise 

the agency’s evaluative authority or procedural independence. While stakeholder voices must 

be heard, the final responsibility for defining standards, selecting experts, and issuing decisions 

must remain with the QA agency. This distinction is critical for avoiding regulatory capture or 

pressure-based compromises in the evaluation process. 
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Importantly, the representation of stakeholders must be balanced and diversified. Over-

representation of any single group – whether institutional leaders, student unions, or 

governmental actors – can skew deliberations and reduce the system’s perceived impartiality. 

Agencies are encouraged to provide feedback loops, explaining how stakeholder suggestions 

were considered, integrated, or justified in the final frameworks. Digital platforms, online 

surveys, and open consultation portals can support the scalability and accessibility of 

stakeholder input. However, these tools must be complemented by deliberative formats, such 

as roundtables, and sector-specific dialogues.  

 

Recommendation 10: Promote contextual sensitivity and support cultural change  

Stakeholder group: QA agencies and their governing boards; ministries and national 

policymakers; European QA networks; higher education institutions 

 

The pursuit of operational independence in QA is shaped not only by legal and organizational 

arrangements but also by the broader political, cultural, and historical contexts in which QA 

agencies operate. This is particularly evident in regions such as the Western Balkans, the 

Eastern Partnership countries, and some EU member states, where political volatility, 

institutional fragility, or post-transition legacies present distinctive challenges to the 

development of credible and autonomous QA systems, as demonstrated in this study. 

 

Although the normative framework of the EHEA – particularly the ESG – emphasises agency 

independence as a foundational principle (ESG, 2015, Standard 3.3), independence should not 

be interpreted as an absolute or binary condition.  In politically sensitive contexts, such as those 

of post-Communist transformation, there is convergence on ESG principles but considerable 

variation in standards and tools. Accreditation tends to be the dominant mechanism, though it 

is often supplemented by additional or experimental instruments such as field accreditation, 

complex accreditation, and parallel reaccreditation. However, agencies in these settings remain 

vulnerable to political influence (Kohoutek et al., 2025). 

 

A long-term objective across all contexts must be the promotion of a culture that respects 

institutional autonomy and sees QA as a professional, evidence-based, and impartial public 

function. Agencies should be recognised not merely as administrative units but as expert-led 

institutions whose authority derives from their methodological competence, transparent 

processes, and impartial decision-making- To enable this shift, national authorities and higher 

education stakeholders must foster a political culture grounded in integrity, dialogue, and 

accountability. Public narratives, media discourse, and institutional leadership should support 

the view that independent QA enhances institutional quality, societal trust, and international 

credibility – not that it limits institutional innovation or autonomy. As highlighted in this study, 

inter-agency collaboration – particularly within the Western Balkans and Eastern Partnership 

regions – offers a valuable platform for mutual learning and shared cultural evolution. Networks 

such as CEENQA and EU-funded cooperation instruments should be strategically employed 
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not only for technical exchange but also to foster a collective ethos of quality, professionalism, 

and ethical governance. 

 

Ultimately, the sustainability of QA independence depends not only on legal and structural 

reforms but on the parallel internalisation of normative values and cultural alignment. QA 

agencies must invest in staff training, leadership development, and reflective organisational 

learning that embeds independence as an institutional value – not merely as a formal 

designation. In return, governments must refrain from interference, provide multi-annual 

funding frameworks, and respect the finality and integrity of QA decisions. 

 

Recommendation 11: Strengthen peer accountability and cross-border cooperation – building 

resilient transnational frameworks for QA independence 

Stakeholder group: European and regional QA networks (ENQA, EQAR, CEENQA, ECA) 

 

European and regional QA networks play a central role in embedding independence within 

national QA systems by providing peer accountability, setting shared standards, and fostering 

professional cultures that transcend political boundaries (Huisman and Westerheijden, 2010). 

While ESG Standard 3.3 anchors independence as a core principle, the comparative analysis in 

this dissertation shows that compliance with ESG alone does not eliminate risks of political 

capture or structural dependency. Transnational mechanisms therefore serve as protective 

buffers that both validate national agencies externally and create communities of practice that 

reinforce independence in daily operations. 

 

Nevertheless, systemic challenges remain. Stakeholders reported concerns regarding 

asymmetries in how ESG compliance is monitored: non-EU agencies are often subject to 

stricter scrutiny in ENQA and EQAR reviews than EU-based agencies, raising issues of fairness 

and consistency. Such discrepancies risk reproducing structural inequalities within the EHEA, 

undermining the legitimacy of independence as a common European principle. Networks 

therefore have a responsibility to ensure that standards are applied consistently, regardless of 

political affiliation or geographic location. 

 

At the same time, networks must balance their normative role with a supportive one. 

Independence is strengthened not only through external monitoring but also by cultivating 

cultures of trust, dialogue, and professionalism. Peer-learning formats, thematic workshops, 

and regional benchmarking exercises can be used to build shared resilience, particularly in the 

Western Balkans, Eastern Partnership countries, and other contexts where domestic safeguards 

remain fragile. Here, international embeddedness functions as a substitute for weak national 

protections, while simultaneously building long-term organisational capacity. 

 

Looking forward, European and regional QA networks should aim to consolidate their dual 

role as guardians of common standards and facilitators of mutual learning. This means 

reinforcing activities where QA professionals can engage in candid dialogue about 
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vulnerabilities and good practice. In doing so, networks not only support national agencies but 

also safeguard the credibility and legitimacy of the EHEA as a whole. The following table 

summarises the key recommendations for strengthening and protecting the independence of QA 

agencies, outlining the main challenges, proposed actions, and responsible stakeholders that can 

guide future strategic priorities. 

 

Table below summarises recommendations for safeguarding and advancing QA agency 

independence. It outlines key challenges, corresponding actions, relevant stakeholders, priority 

levels, and potential barriers to implementation.  

 

Table 10.1: Recommendations for Safeguarding and Advancing QA Agency Independence 

Stakeholder 

Group 
Recommendation 

Key 

Challenges 
Actions 

Priority 

Level 

Potential 

Barriers 

National 

policymakers, 

ministries, and 

QA governing 

boards 

ministries  

Ensure 

transparent and 

legally protected 

appointment 

procedures for 

agency leadership 

Politicisation 

and lack of 

transparency 

in leadership 

appointments 

Legally define merit-

based appointment and 

dismissal rules 

 

Include multi-

stakeholder bodies in 

appointments 

 

Set fixed, renewable 

terms 

 

Allow for international 

observers 

High 

Political 

resistance; 

weak 

legislative 

culture 

QA agencies 

and their 

governing 

boards 

Ensure 

transparent 

governance 

structures and 

strengthen 

procedural clarity 

in QA 

Ambiguous 

role 

distribution; 

weak 

procedural 

transparency 

Clarify internal 

governance mandates 

and roles 

 

Introduce codes of 

conduct 

 

Document and publish 

all decisions 

Medium 

Institutiona

l inertia; 

lack of 

internal 

capacity 

QA agencies, 

ministries, and 

national 

legislatures  

Ensure 

institutional 

ownership of 

evaluation criteria 

and 

methodological 

standards 

Ministerial 

control over 

QA 

standards; 

symbolic 

consultations 

Grant QA agencies 

authority to define and 

adopt criteria  

 

Institutionalise 

structured, inclusive 

consultations with HEIs, 

students, and employers 

  

High 

Legal 

ambiguity; 

resistance 

from 

ministries 
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Stakeholder 

Group 
Recommendation 

Key 

Challenges 
Actions 

Priority 

Level 

Potential 

Barriers 

Remove political 

ratification requirements 

QA agencies, 

expert 

communities, 

and European 

QA networks 

Enhance expert 

capacity, integrity, 

and selection 

mechanisms to 

safeguard 

methodological 

independence 

Inconsistent 

expert 

quality; 

external 

influence in 

selection 

Establish clear, 

transparent expert 

selection mechanisms 

 

Introduce peer 

mentoring and thematic 

training 

 

Reinforce ethics and 

conflict-of-interest 

protocols 

 

Recognise expert work 

in 

academic/professional 

systems 

High 

Expert 

fatigue; 

resource 

limitations 

QA governing 

boards, 

ministries, and 

independent 

oversight bodies 

Foster an 

organisational 

culture of 

independence to 

sustain 

institutional 

integrity in QA 

agencies 

Weak ethical 

resilience; 

limited staff 

autonomy 

and 

professionali

sm 

Promote ethical values, 

internal codes of 

conduct, and role clarity 

 

Invest in staff 

development and 

leadership training 

 

Introduce internal self-

assessments and 

independence audits 

Ongoing 

Turnover; 

resistance 

to change 

QA agencies, 

national 

policymakers, 

and legal 

oversight 

institutions 

Establish 

structurally 

independent and 

transparent appeal 

mechanisms 

Appeal 

bodies 

embedded in 

political or 

agency 

structures 

Legally separate appeal 

units from decision-

making bodies 

 

Define powers to 

confirm, revise, or 

overturn decisions 

 

Publish anonymised 

summaries of appeal 

outcomes 

Communicate rights and 

procedures clearly 

Medium 

Legal 

complexity

; risk of 

politicisatio

n 
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Stakeholder 

Group 
Recommendation 

Key 

Challenges 
Actions 

Priority 

Level 

Potential 

Barriers 

Ministries, 

national funding 

bodies, and QA 

agencies 

Secure financial 

and organisational 

autonomy  

Dependency 

on state 

funding and 

infrastructure

; budget 

volatility 

linked to 

political 

cycles 

Codify multi-annual 

budgeting frameworks– 

Diversify funding (e.g., 

services, EU grants) 

 

Build internal 

administrative capacities 

High 

Fiscal 

constraints; 

legal 

dependenc

y on state 

systems 

QA agencies, 

leadership, their 

staff and experts 

Foster an 

organisational 

culture of 

independence 

Formal 

safeguards 

not 

translating 

into practice; 

vulnerability 

to political or 

institutional 

pressures; 

weak ethical 

resilience 

Embed transparency, 

ethical standards, and 

professionalism across 

all levels 

 

Publish governance and 

decision-making 

procedures with clear 

rationales 

 

Ensure open, merit-

based recruitment and 

continuous ethical 

training 

 

Conduct regular self-

assessments, audits, and 

peer-learning on 

independence 

 

High 

Institutiona

l inertia; 

limited 

resources 

for staff 

developme

nt; cultural 

resistance; 

lack of 

sustained 

ethical 

leadership 

QA agencies 

and their 

governing 

boards; 

ministries and 

national 

policymakers; 

European QA 

networks; 

higher 

education 

institutions 

Promote 

contextual 

sensitivity and 

support cultural 

change  

Formal 

safeguards 

not matched 

by practice; 

post-

transition 

legacies 

Align reform efforts 

with national political 

cultures– Build public 

discourse that supports 

QA independence 

  

Use peer cooperation 

and regional networks to 

support reform 

Long-

term 

Cultural 

resistance; 

lack of 

sustained 

leadership 
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Stakeholder 

Group 
Recommendation 

Key 

Challenges 
Actions 

Priority 

Level 

Potential 

Barriers 

QA agencies 

and their 

governing 

boards; higher 

education 

institutions; 

student and 

societal 

representatives; 

ministries and 

national 

policymakers; 

European QA 

networks 

Institutionalise 

structured and 

balanced 

stakeholder 

involvement 

without 

compromising 

agency autonomy 

Stakeholder 

capture or 

tokenistic 

participation 

Formalise stakeholder 

engagement 

mechanisms– Provide 

feedback loops on input 

received 

 

Avoid stakeholder co-

decision-making in QA 

outcomes 

Medium 

Role 

confusion; 

dominance 

by strong 

actors 

Stakeholder 

group: 

European and 

regional QA 

networks 

(ENQA, EQAR, 

CEENQA, 

ECA) 

 

Strengthen Peer 

Accountability 

and Cross-Border 

Cooperation  

Asymmetries 

in ESG 

application; 

vulnerability 

of agencies 

in politically 

volatile 

systems 

Provide peer-support 

and capacity-building 

for post-transition 

agencies 

 

Foster topics and events 

relevant for post-

transition agencies 

High 

Resource 

constraints; 

political 

sensitivity; 

uneven 

regional 

engagemen

t 
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11. CONCLUSIONS: ORIGINAL CONTRIBUTIONS, IMPACTS, FUTURE 

RESEARCH, AND REFLECTIVE SYNTHESIS 

 

11.1. Original Research Contribution to Theory and the Field of QA 

 

This dissertation makes several original contributions to both theory and practice in the field of 

QA. At the theoretical level, it reconceptualises the independence of QA agencies as a 

multidimensional and dynamic construct that cannot be reduced to formal–legal provisions 

alone, a view consistent with existing scholarship (Hanretty and Koop, 2013; Verhoest et al., 

2015). While much of the literature has approached independence primarily in legalistic or 

institutional terms, this study demonstrates that independence is not a fixed status but a 

relational capacity that must be continuously cultivated, defended, and renegotiated within 

changing governance environments. The findings show that agency independence emerges 

from the interplay of statutory safeguards, organisational culture, political traditions, 

professional norms, and unwritten rules, thereby extending governance theory that has too often 

treated formal and actual independence as separate or sequential phenomena. 

 

A central theoretical contribution is the systematic exploration of the gap between de jure and 

de facto independence. By juxtaposing legal frameworks, governance structures, and regional 

variations with lived experiences of practitioners, this study demonstrates that formal 

provisions are necessary but insufficient conditions for genuine autonomy. The research 

advances the argument that invisible and informal determinants – including professional ethics, 

leadership culture, stakeholder trust, and unwritten behavioural norms – are often more decisive 

than statutory arrangements in sustaining credibility and impartiality. In this way, it challenges 

the conventional assumption that independence can be legislated into existence, offering instead 

a deeper understanding of autonomy as both a structural and a relational phenomenon. 

 

A further contribution of this research lies in the integration of underexplored factors into the 

analysis of QA agency independence. In particular, the study identifies marketisation pressures 

–  such as the expansion of consultancy services, the pursuit of revenue diversification, and the 

intensification of international competition – as critical yet often overlooked determinants of 

autonomy. This perspective resonates with earlier discussions by Dill and Soo (2004) and Jarvis 

(2024), while providing a more detailed view. By foregrounding these dynamics, the findings 

extend existing QA scholarship by highlighting the risks inherent in shifting QA from a 

collective public good to a market driven set of affiliations. Such a shift raises pressing 

questions about the long-term legitimacy and credibility of QA in increasingly market-driven 

higher education environments.  

 

Similarly, the study strengthens the conceptualisation of professional culture as a crucial 

safeguard of independence. Evaluators, QA staff, decision-makers, and other stakeholders 

internalise impartiality as part of their professional identity, making ethical norms and trust 

relationships powerful informal barriers against external interference. Beyond formal codes of 
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conduct, it is the unwritten rules and behaviours embedded in professional communities –

rooted in integrity, mutual trust, and a shared commitment to professionalism – that provide 

resilience against political or institutional pressures. These cultural resources not only reinforce 

the credibility of QA processes but also ensure that independence is sustained in practice, even 

when formal-legal protections prove insufficient. 

 

Another distinctive contribution of this study lies in highlighting the importance of international 

embeddedness as both an enabler and a contested determinant of independence. Membership 

in European networks such as ENQA, EQAR, CEENQA, and ECA provides protective buffers 

against political capture and fosters solidarity mechanisms among agencies. Many of the most 

visible achievements have occurred at the supranational level, including the development of the 

ESG, the creation of the ENQA, and the establishment of the EQAR (Huisman and 

Westerheijden, 2010). Yet the analysis also reveals asymmetries in how these standards are 

applied to EU versus non-EU agencies. By foregrounding these inconsistencies, the dissertation 

contributes to ongoing debates on fairness, legitimacy, and inclusivity within the EHEA. The 

comparative perspective further enriches theoretical understanding by illustrating regionalised 

pathways to independence: Nordic models are grounded in high-trust political cultures, whereas 

post-socialist systems remain vulnerable to ministerial influence despite formal autonomy. This 

typology of regionalised pathways provides a useful analytical framework for examining how 

political traditions, historical legacies, and governance cultures mediate the relationship 

between formal safeguards and operational realities. 

 

The study also makes an interdisciplinary contribution by integrating insights from governance 

theory, political science, public administration, and regulatory governance (Gilardi, 2002, 2008; 

Jordana and Levi-Faur, 2004; Guidi, 2015; Hanretty and Koop, 2013; Jordana et al., 2011, 2018) 

into QA research. In doing so, it situates QA agency independence within broader theoretical 

debates on autonomy, transparency, accountability, and legitimacy, while also generating 

concepts and models that can travel beyond higher education to other domains of regulatory 

governance. This interdisciplinary framing is particularly valuable because it challenges the 

tendency of QA scholarship to remain insular and sector-specific, instead positioning QA within 

wider discussions about the design and credibility of regulatory institutions. By bridging these 

fields, the study demonstrates that the challenges faced by QA agencies – such as balancing 

independence and accountability, navigating political pressures, and sustaining public trust – 

mirror those encountered by regulatory bodies in sectors ranging from energy and finance to 

health and communications. 

 

Methodologically, the dissertation demonstrates the value of a multi-layered, triangulated 

design – combining literature review, ENQA report analysis, stakeholder interviews, a national 

case study, and a comparative survey. This design offers a new methodological model for future 

studies seeking to capture the interplay between structural, cultural, and experiential dimensions 

of independence. At the level of practice, the dissertation provides a direct contribution to the 

field of QA by developing a comparative analytical model of independence, which identifies 
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the key dimensions shaping agency autonomy: leadership appointment and dismissal, expert 

selection, decision-making authority, appeal mechanisms, governance culture, stakeholder 

involvement, and international embeddedness. This model functions not only as a conceptual 

tool for scholars but also as a practical instrument for agencies, policymakers, and international 

organisations to assess, benchmark, and strengthen independence across diverse contexts. 

 

Finally, the dissertation contributes to policy and practice through the development of targeted 

recommendations designed for different stakeholder groups. These recommendations translate 

the empirical findings into actionable guidance addressing legislators, QA agencies, ministries, 

higher education institutions, international organisations, and civil society actors. For example, 

they call for transparent and merit-based leadership appointments, diversified and predictable 

funding models, clearer governance mandates, strengthened professional development, and a 

more consistent application of European standards across all regions. By tailoring these 

recommendations to the responsibilities and capacities of different stakeholders, the study 

ensures that its theoretical insights are directly usable in practice. This dual orientation –

advancing scholarly theory while providing policy-relevant recommendations – represents a 

key added value of the research and underscores its contribution to strengthening the resilience, 

credibility, and autonomy of QA systems across the EHEA. 

 

11.2. Societal, Economic and Other Impacts of the Research 

 

Beyond its theoretical and methodological contributions, this dissertation is expected to have 

societal, governance, and system-level relevance for higher education. The independence of QA 

agencies is not merely a technical requirement of the ESG (2015) or a procedural feature of 

external review systems, but a condition that directly shapes the credibility of accreditation and 

evaluation outcomes, the perceived fairness of decision-making, and public trust in higher 

education. In this sense, the research generates impact by clarifying where independence is 

strengthened or weakened in practice and by offering evidence-based guidance that can support 

more transparent, resilient, and legitimate QA governance across diverse national contexts. 

 

At a societal level, the findings reinforce that QA agency independence functions as a trust-

producing public good. Where agencies are protected from undue political or sectoral influence, 

their decisions are more likely to be accepted as impartial, evidence-based, and oriented toward 

the public interest. Conversely, where appointment procedures are politicised, where 

governance is opaque, or where funding is unstable and discretionary, independence can 

become contested and QA may be perceived as symbolic compliance or administrative control 

rather than credible oversight. By systematically examining the gap between de jure and de 

facto independence, and by incorporating stakeholder perceptions and lived experience, the 

dissertation supports a governance culture in which transparency, procedural integrity, and clear 

justification of decisions are treated as core public values rather than optional administrative 

practices. 
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The research also has direct implications for fairness and due process in higher education 

regulation. It shows that independence is closely tied to procedural justice: clear evaluation 

criteria, transparent expert selection, decision-making, and appeal functions, and accessible 

appeal mechanisms. Strengthening these safeguards improves legal certainty for institutions 

and stakeholders, reduces the risk of arbitrary or inconsistent decisions, and helps prevent 

disputes from being resolved through political intervention rather than through predictable, 

procedurally defined processes. In practical terms, the dissertation’s recommendations on 

decision rationales, conflict-of-interest safeguards, and independent appeals contribute to 

strengthening accountability without reintroducing ministerial leverage at critical stages of QA 

decision-making. 

 

The findings further contribute to a more balanced understanding of the relationship between 

independence and accountability. Independence should not be interpreted as insulation from 

democratic oversight or from the legitimate steering role of public authorities. Rather, it 

depends on clearly defined boundaries between legitimate policy frameworks and illegitimate 

interference in expert judgement. By analysing vulnerabilities around appointments, 

methodological ownership, governance mandates, and appeal procedures, the dissertation helps 

to differentiate between appropriate policy steering and the risk of agency capture. This 

clarification supports better regulatory design in higher education, where legitimacy depends 

not only on autonomy but also on the transparent, rule-based articulation of responsibilities, 

competences, and limits across agencies, ministries, and stakeholders. 

 

A further impact lies in professionalisation and capacity-building within QA communities. The 

dissertation shows that formal legal safeguards are necessary but insufficient, and that 

professional ethics, competence, and organisational culture often determine whether 

independence is credibly enacted. Recommendations addressing expert selection, training, 

mentorship, peer-learning, and ethical resilience support more consistent evaluations and 

reinforce trust in expert judgement. This has broader societal relevance because QA is 

ultimately a knowledge-based regulatory function: credible independence depends on whether 

staff and experts internalise impartiality as a professional norm and whether agencies cultivate 

organisational environments that empower them to recognise and resist undue influence. 

 

Although the dissertation is not an economic assessment, it identifies indirect but meaningful 

economic and organisational impacts linked to independence. Predictable and adequate 

resourcing (consistent with ESG Standard 3.5) enables agencies to plan strategically, invest in 

professional capacity, and maintain consistent evaluation quality, while organisational 

autonomy over staffing, procurement, and infrastructure strengthens functional independence. 

Clearer procedures and stronger safeguards can also reduce transaction costs across the system 

by limiting rework, repeated corrective cycles, and reputational disputes associated with unclear 

standards, inconsistent expert practices, or contested decisions. At the same time, the 

dissertation highlights that revenue diversification strategies – through consultancy, 
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international contracts, or fee-based services – must be designed transparently and ethically to 

avoid shifting QA toward market logics that may weaken impartiality and public trust. 

 

At the European and transnational level, the research contributes to strengthening mutual trust 

and the credibility of the EHEA as a common quality space. Independence is a precondition for 

cross-border recognition and for the legitimacy of shared frameworks such as the ESG, and the 

dissertation demonstrates how European and regional networks (ENQA, EQAR, CEENQA, 

ECA) can function as peer-accountability mechanisms and protective buffers, particularly in 

politically sensitive contexts. At the same time, the findings draw attention to perceived 

asymmetries in how standards are interpreted and enforced for EU versus non-EU agencies, 

raising questions of fairness and equal treatment. By articulating these tensions, the dissertation 

provides a basis for more consistent transnational governance practices and for strengthening 

the legitimacy of European QA standards across the full diversity of the EHEA. 

 

Notably, the dissertation also has potential for transfer beyond the EHEA because it frames 

independence as a set of mechanisms that can be adapted to different legal traditions, 

administrative cultures, and stages of system development. The same analytical lens can be 

applied in contexts where QA is newly established, undergoing reform, or operating in fragile 

governance environments – whether in other regional higher education spaces or in national 

systems outside Europe. Rather than prescribing a single institutional model, the dissertation 

identifies “portable” safeguards (e.g., transparent appointment and dismissal rules, protected 

methodological ownership, conflict-of-interest management, and independent appeals) and 

shows how their relative importance shifts with context (e.g., small-system proximity, high 

centralisation, limited capacity, or high market exposure). This makes the findings usable both 

for mature agencies seeking to strengthen resilience and for emerging agencies seeking to 

design credibility from the outset. 

 

The dissertation’s impacts extend beyond the QA field by positioning QA agencies within a 

broader comparative landscape of independent regulatory and oversight institutions. The 

analysis of how formal safeguards, organisational practices, professional ethics, and trust 

interact in sustaining independence is relevant to other policy domains where independent 

bodies exercise public authority under conditions of political salience and contested legitimacy. 

In this sense, the research contributes a transferable vocabulary and a set of analytically 

grounded mechanisms for understanding how independence is institutionally constructed and 

maintained, particularly where pressures are informal, culturally mediated, and embedded in 

everyday governance practices. 

 

Importantly, the dissertation translates these impacts into a concise set of actionable 

recommendations that can be implemented across the QA ecosystem. At the national level, it 

calls for transparent, merit-based and legally protected leadership appointments, clearer 

statutory allocation of competences, and the removal of political ratification of QA outcomes; 

it further emphasises securing methodological ownership for agencies, strengthening 
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procedural transparency (publication of criteria, decisions and rationales), and establishing 

structurally independent appeal mechanisms with clearly defined powers and anonymised 

public reporting. At the organisational and professional level, it stresses the need to reinforce 

expert selection, capacity-building and ethical safeguards (training, mentoring, conflict-of-

interest protocols), alongside sustained investment in an organisational culture of independence 

through audits, self-assessments and leadership development. At the European level, it 

highlights peer accountability and cross-border cooperation (capacity-building, peer support, 

and more consistent application of ESG expectations across EU and non-EU contexts), while 

also promoting balanced stakeholder involvement that supports legitimacy without enabling 

capture. 

 

Overall, the dissertation advances QA agency independence as a shared public good in 

European higher education governance. By providing an empirically grounded account of 

vulnerabilities and protective mechanisms – together with targeted, actionable 

recommendations – the research supports more credible, transparent, and resilient QA systems, 

thereby strengthening public trust in higher education and the integrity of QA outcomes across 

the EHEA. 

 

 

11.3. Future Research Directions 

 

Future research should build on these findings by exploring how agency independence evolves 

over time and across diverse governance contexts. Longitudinal studies would be particularly 

valuable for examining how political shifts, financial reforms, or systemic crises reshape both 

the formal and informal dimensions of independence. Comparative analyses beyond the EHEA 

could further test the applicability of the analytical model in regions where higher education 

systems are embedded within different cultural and political traditions. Greater attention should 

also be paid to the micro-level dynamics of organisational culture and leadership, investigating 

how professional norms, integrity, and everyday practices shape de facto independence in ways 

that formal frameworks alone cannot capture. Moreover, as digitalisation, marketisation, and 

new forms of QA increasingly influence higher education, future studies should examine how 

these developments affect the credibility, autonomy, and resilience of QA agencies. Ensuring 

that independence remains a core principle in this rapidly changing landscape also resonates 

with recent scholarship that explores the evolving relationship between quality assurance and 

innovation (Gibbs et al., 2024). 

 

Further, an expanded cross-national comparison that includes a broader range of EHEA 

countries is warranted to validate and refine the determinants, formal characteristics, and 

enabling conditions for QA agency independence identified in this study. While the present 

research encompassed ten countries representing diverse governance traditions, certain 

subregions – such as the Caucasus, Central Asia, and non-EU members of the EHEA – remain 

underrepresented. The systematic inclusion of these contexts would allow for a more 
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comprehensive mapping of regional patterns, particularly in settings marked by distinct post-

Soviet legacies, fragile governance frameworks, or emerging QA systems. Comparative designs 

could also test whether the categories of risks and enablers identified here hold across 

fundamentally different political and economic environments, aligning with the discussions of 

authors such as Alzafari and Kratzer (2019) and Carvalho et. al. (2024). 

 

Longitudinal research would be invaluable also for understanding how QA agency 

independence evolves over time. Changes in political leadership, political culture, legislative 

reforms, economic crises, or shifts in higher education policy often alter the balance between 

formal autonomy and operational reality. A multi-year design would allow researchers to trace 

the stability or erosion of independence under such changing conditions, identify moments of 

institutional resilience or vulnerability, and evaluate whether engagement in European-level 

frameworks (such as ENQA, EQAR, CEENQA, ECA) produces a sustained strengthening 

effect. Longitudinal data could also help establish causal relationships between governance 

reforms and agency performance, offering policymakers evidence-based guidance on effective 

independence safeguards. 

 

The methodological scope of future research could be expanded to capture the lived realities of 

QA agency independence more comprehensively. While this study has relied on interviews, 

documentary analysis, and case studies, further insights could be gained through ethnographic 

observation or participatory approaches embedded within QA agencies. Such methods would 

permit direct observation of internal decision-making, negotiation processes, and informal 

practices that shape autonomy on a daily basis. These micro-level dynamics are often invisible 

in formal frameworks or public documentation but can have significant consequences for the 

perceived and actual independence of agencies. 

 

The targeted comparative analysis of public and private QA agencies operating within the same 

jurisdiction represents another promising line of inquiry. This study has indicated that parallel 

QA structures – particularly where private or cross-border providers operate alongside national 

public agencies – can introduce both competitive incentives and risks to consistency and 

credibility. Future research could explore how such pluralistic landscapes influence the 

implementation of the ESG, whether competition leads to innovation or compromises in 

standards, and how mutual recognition mechanisms can be designed to safeguard public trust. 

Case studies of systems with established multi-agency environments could yield practical 

models for coordination and quality coherence. 

 

Further examination of trust as both a strategic and operational resource in maintaining 

independence would be highly relevant, in line with the emphasis of scholars such as Stensaker 

and Maassen (2015) and Williams (2025). In this study, trust emerged as a double-edged factor: 

while it facilitates cooperation, stakeholder engagement, and policy co-creation, it is also 

fragile, easily eroded, and often difficult to rebuild. Future research could therefore investigate 

the mechanisms through which QA leaders cultivate trust both internally and externally, the role 
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of communication strategies in sustaining it, and the extent to which trust mitigates or amplifies 

vulnerability to political or institutional pressures. Comparative analyses could further examine 

how trust functions across different cultural contexts, particularly its interaction with formal 

legal safeguards and governance arrangements. 

 

More attention could be devoted to the relationship between financial autonomy and actual 

independence. Georgieva (2019) emphasises the necessity of incorporating the financial 

dimension into higher education institutions’ quality assurance and quality enhancement 

strategies, highlighting the importance of a balanced and sustainable institutional approach to 

financing QA goals over the long term. Although this dissertation identified diversified funding 

sources as a key enabler of independence, the mechanisms through which budgetary control 

interacts with strategic decision-making remain underexplored. Future research could therefore 

focus on quantifying the degree of financial dependency across different QA systems, assessing 

the effectiveness of alternative funding models, and examining how budgetary constraints shape 

agencies’ responsiveness to political or institutional demands. Such studies would provide a 

stronger empirical foundation for policy recommendations on funding diversification and the 

long-term sustainability of QA agency independence. 

 

The intersection between digitalisation and QA agency independence represents an emerging 

research frontier, as highlighted by Pohlenz et al. (2023). As agencies increasingly adopt digital 

tools for evaluation, monitoring, and stakeholder engagement, new questions arise concerning 

data ownership, cybersecurity, algorithmic transparency, and the extent to which technological 

infrastructures may reinforce or undermine autonomy. Future research could usefully 

investigate how digitalisation reshapes operational independence, influences decision-making 

processes, and creates new forms of vulnerability to external control. 

 

Finally, the role of European-level peer review and external evaluation in reinforcing agency 

independence warrants continued exploration. While this research has highlighted the perceived 

benefits of ENQA membership and ESG-aligned external reviews, further work could 

systematically assess the measurable impacts of such engagements on governance resilience, 

transparency, and credibility. Understanding the conditions under which peer accountability 

mechanisms are most effective could enhance their design and increase their value for both 

mature and emerging QA systems. 

 

11.4. Reflective Synthesis, Implications and Limitations 

 

This dissertation set out to examine the independence of QA agencies in the EHEA and to 

question how independence is both constructed and perceived. While independence is often 

described in formal and legalistic terms, this study has shown several times that it is not a fixed 

status but a dynamic, context-sensitive capability that must be actively cultivated and defended. 

The analysis was guided by three core research questions: first, what are the main determinants 

of QA agencies’ independence, and how is this independence perceived by stakeholders across 
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the EHEA? Second, what formal characteristics define QA agencies’ independence, and how 

can they be compared across different regions? Third, to what extent does formal independence 

translate into actual independence in practice, and how do cultural contexts, organisational 

structures, and governance models influence this relationship? 

 

The findings reveal that independence requires an integrated understanding of legal, 

organisational, cultural, and political dimensions. While formal safeguards remain crucial, de 

jure independence does not automatically ensure de facto independence. Informal factors –

leadership culture, trust, professional norms, and unwritten rules – often play a decisive role. 

Independence, therefore, emerges not only from statutes and procedures but also from the 

capacity of agencies to foster professionalism, ethical commitment, and credibility in the eyes 

of their stakeholders. 

 

Cultivating durable independence requires deliberate cultural change, strong governance 

frameworks that resist politicisation, and external environments – political, academic, and 

societal – that value autonomy as integral to QA. Yet, in many contexts, full independence may 

not be fully attainable. Historical legacies, funding models, and administrative hierarchies 

impose constraints that agencies cannot overcome alone. In such cases, progress must be 

understood as incremental and context-sensitive, relying on reforms, strategic alliances, peer 

learning, and the building of professional communities of practice that uphold common values 

even under pressure. 

 

Evidence demonstrates that political pressures remain pronounced in parts of the Western 

Balkans and Eastern Partnership region, especially regarding appointments of leadership and 

governance bodies. By contrast, in politically stable systems, independence is challenged less 

by politics and more by market-driven pressures, particularly where private agencies depend on 

revenue from external QA services. Even in advanced systems, formal frameworks sometimes 

allow for political interference, which can become critical in times of instability. This 

underscores that traditions of independence alone cannot guarantee resilience.  

 

The comparative analytical model developed in this study has illuminated several dimensions 

of independence: appointment of leadership and experts, decision-making authority, appeal 

mechanisms, organisational culture, stakeholder involvement, and cultural sensitivity. Even 

agencies considered exemplary face challenges, which suggests that independence must be 

continuously cultivated, defended, and reassessed in light of changing governance 

environments. 

 

The study further highlights that challenges to independence can also open opportunities for 

capacity building, leadership development, and institutional learning. Particularly in systems 

where QA is still emerging, there is space to embed values of inclusiveness, transparency, and 

democratic accountability from the outset. International frameworks such as the ESG and 

organisations such as ENQA, EQAR, CEENQA, and ECA provide not only benchmarks but 
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also solidarity mechanisms that should be more actively leveraged when independence is 

politically or financially threatened. Crucially, these organisations also bear responsibility for 

supporting less developed or newer agencies, helping them to build sustainable structures, 

strengthen professional integrity, and gradually reduce their vulnerability to external pressures. 

By fostering such peer-learning and mentoring relationships, international networks can play a 

decisive role in ensuring that independence does not remain a privilege of mature systems but 

becomes an achievable standard across the entire EHEA 

 

To safeguard credibility, international cooperation among QA agencies is indispensable. 

Participation in European networks enhances operational support, peer review, and cross-border 

learning. Such cooperation is particularly vital for agencies operating under contextual strain, 

where fragile governance systems or limited resources expose them to heightened political or 

financial pressures. At the same time, international engagement should also include critical 

dialogue with agencies in economically advanced countries, where growing marketisation and 

commercialisation risks can undermine integrity and shift QA from a public good to a 

transactional service. Sustained cooperation therefore requires not only the exchange of 

technical expertise but also the cultivation of shared ethical standards, trust-based relationships, 

and a collective commitment to protecting independence. In this sense, international networks 

act not merely as facilitators of capacity building but as guardians of the normative foundations 

of QA across the EHEA. 

 

Scientifically, the dissertation contributes by conceptualising independence as a 

multidimensional construct, moving beyond purely legalistic understandings. The comparative 

model provides a practical tool for systematic assessment across contexts, while the empirical 

findings enrich the literature on the gap between formal autonomy and practical independence. 

By integrating insights from governance theory, public administration, and QA studies, the 

research also advances interdisciplinary dialogue and highlights new avenues for future 

research, particularly in market-driven environments. 

 

Limitations of the study include restricted disclosure in politically sensitive contexts and 

variation in interview depth due to professional or linguistic factors, as well as a methodological 

approach primarily grounded in qualitative analysis. These constraints may have limited the 

generalisability of the findings and reduced the extent to which robust causal inferences can be 

drawn across different institutional settings. However, the reliance on qualitative evidence 

enabled a more fine-grained and context-sensitive understanding of how independence is 

enacted in practice, shedding light on informal processes, perceptions, and power dynamics that 

are often overlooked in more standardised research designs. By foregrounding the experiences 

and interpretations of key actors, the study captures perspectives that might otherwise remain 

hidden. Despite its limitations, the research provides insights into the nuanced realities of QA 

agency independence and points to promising avenues for further inquiry into organisational 

learning, professional development, participatory governance, and trust-building among 

stakeholders. 
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Ultimately, this dissertation shows that safeguarding independence is not a one-time 

institutional fix but a continuous process of negotiation, self-reflection, and collective 

commitment. Independence is both structural and relational: it rests on formal frameworks but 

also on the ethical dedication and integrity of those working within QA agencies. As higher 

education systems evolve in response to digitalisation, sustainability, and global mobility, the 

credibility of QA agencies will depend on their ability to operate independently, responsibly, 

and in close but balanced engagement with stakeholders. 

 

In conclusion, agency independence emerges as both a precondition for and a product of trust, 

professionalism, and strong governance. Strengthening it requires resilience, vigilance, and 

solidarity – values that lie at the heart of the European project of QA. Viewed through a public-

interest lens, QA independence functions as a public good: protecting it demands not only sound 

law and procedures but also transparent communication, constructive collaboration with 

stakeholders, and sustained investments in professional ethics and organisational capacity. 
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Appendix A: Questionnaire from the Preliminary Study Independence Indicators n 

Quality Assurance Agencies 

 

Questionnaire for the Quality Assurance Agencies 

 

Dear colleagues. 

Within the scope of our work on thematic analyses we'd like to investigate some key aspects 

of the independence of quality assurance agencies in the European higher education area. 

The exploration and analysis refer to the autonomous responsibilities in different processes at 

the quality assurance agencies.  

In the following QUESTIONNAIRE we ask you about five main areas of functioning, 

namely: 

- The appointment of chief executive of the quality assurance agency, 

- The process of preparing and adopting criteria / standards for accreditation and evaluation 

procedures, 

- The appointment of experts for accreditation and evaluation procedures, 

- The decision-making procedures on the accreditation and evaluation procedures,  

- The appeal procedures for the accreditation and evaluation procedures, 

We believe that these aspects are relevant for transparent functioning, the quality of 

procedures at the quality assurance agencies and for understanding the role of the agencies in 

different national and European environments. 

As a method of collecting the information we use the survey, which we will analyse, based on 

five main quality indicators. We intend to produce a qualitative analysis of possible influences 

of external stakeholders on the work of quality assurance agencies. 

We kindly ask you 

• to answer the following questionnaire and send us back your answers to: 

maja.milas@nakvis.si 

We appreciate your effort and time. 

Thank for your cooperation and support. 

Best regards, 

Slovenian Quality Assurance Agency (NAKVIS), Maja Milas, doctoral student 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

THE APPOINTMENT OF THE CHIEF EXECUTIVE OF THE AGENCY 

 

Who nominates the chief executive of the agency? What kind of procedure is 

implemented (call for tender, internal tender, etc.)? 

What is the constitution of the body (council, board, etc.) that appoints the chief executive 

of the agency (if applicable)? 

  

 

Who in this nominates and confirms the members of the body? What kind of procedure is 

applied in case of external confirmation (e.g. ministry)? 

 

What is the selection process of the chief executive of the agency? What are the criteria for 

selecting the chief executive? What is the term of office of the chief executive? 

 

What is the dismissal process of the chief executive of the agency? 

 

What are the competences /responsibilities of the chief executive? 

 

What is the accountability of the chief executive? 

 

CRITERIA / QUALITY ASSURANCE STANDARDS FOR ACCREDITATION AND 

EVALUATION PROCEDURES 

 

Does the agency autonomously adopt and decide on the criteria for accreditation and 

evaluation procedures? If not, what kind of procedures are applied?  

 

Who prepares and/or adopts the criteria/quality assurance standards for accreditation 

and evaluation procedures? 

 

 

What is the constitution of the body (council, board, etc.) that prepares criteria for 

accreditation and evaluation procedures (if applicable)?  

 

Who in this case nominates and confirms the members of the body? What kind of 

procedure is applied in case of external confirmation (e.g. ministry)? 

 

Does the agency follow an autonomous legal act or is it subjected to a general legal act in 

the field of higher education? 

 



 

EXPERTS 

Who nominates the experts in the decision–making processes? How are experts selected? 

 

What is the constitution of the body (council, board, etc.) that nominates the experts in 

accreditation and evaluation procedures (if applicable)? 

 

 

Who in this case nominates and confirms the members of the body? What kind of 

procedure is applied in the case of external confirmation (e.g. ministry)?  

 

DECISON–MAKING BODY AND TYPES OF DECISIONS 

 

Who decides on accreditation and evaluation procedures? 

 

What is the constitution of the decision-making body which decides on accreditation and 

evaluation procedures (if applicable)? 

 

Who in this case nominates and confirms the members of the body? What kind of 

procedure is applied in the case of external confirmation (e.g. ministry)? 

 

 

What are the criteria for selecting board members? Who nominates the president of the 

Board? What is the term of office of board members? 

 

 

What kinds of decisions does the decision-making body/chief executive adopt 

(recommendations, final decisions, etc.)? What kind of procedure is applied in case of 

external confirmation (e.g. ministry)? 

 

Who of the external stakeholders can suggest extraordinary accreditation and evaluation 

procedures (if applicable)? 

 

APPEAL PROCEDURES 

What kind of appeal procedures are possible against the decisions in accreditation and 

evaluation procedures? 

 

Who nominates the members of the Appeal Committee? 

 

What kinds of decisions does the Appeal Committee adopt (e.g. can it change the decisions 

of the decision-making body, return the decisions to the decision-making body, etc.)? 

 



 

What is the constitution of the body (council, board, etc.) that nominates the members of 

the Appeal Committee (if applicable)?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

Appendix B: Invitation To Participate in the Interview on the Independence of QA 

Agencies in Higher Education 

 

Dear Sir/Madam, 

 

I hope this message finds you well. My name is Maja Milas, and I am currently conducting 

doctoral research at the International School for Business and Social Studies, focusing on the 

independence of Quality Assurance (QA) Agencies within the European Higher Education Area 

(EHEA). As someone employed at the Slovenian Quality Assurance Agency in Higher 

Education (NAKVIS), I am particularly keen to understand diverse perspectives and 

experiences regarding the independence of QA agencies across the EHEA. Your expertise 

and insights at _ would be invaluable to this study. 

 

For a comprehensive analysis, I am conducting interviews with representatives and 

management personnel of QA agencies across different regions, including EU-Member States, 

countries from the Western Balkans, and countries from Eastern Partnership Countries. 

Additionally, representatives of ENQA, EQAR, CEENQA, and ECA will also participate in the 

interviews. 

 

The objective of my research is to investigate the role and impact of QA agency independence, 

considering diverse national backgrounds and the challenges they encounter. This study 

contributes to a broader understanding of quality assurance in higher education within the 

EHEA, offering insights into autonomy and providing recommendations for enhancement. 

The interview delves into various dimensions of QA agency independence, exploring regional 

contexts, cultural and national backgrounds, legislative frameworks, formal vs. actual 

independence, influences, organizational culture, conflict resolution, professionalism, financial 

aspects, and overall assessments of autonomy. It concludes with reflections on the agency's 

autonomy status, specific challenges, and recommendations. 

 

I would like to invite you to participate in an interview, which I anticipate will take 

approximately 45 – 60 minutes. The interview will be semi-structured, allowing for an open 

and detailed discussion on the topics mentioned. The interview is intended for management 

personnel. We acknowledge the sensitivity of the topic; however, it's essential to emphasize 

that our goal is to gather insights from various backgrounds and provide recommendations. 

Throughout this process, we will disclose information regarding the country/region, 

position, and experience in QA while ensuring the confidentiality of names and surnames. 

Please rest assured that all information provided will be used solely for academic purposes 

(PhD study). The interview will be recorded for easier transcription purposes. Please be assured 

that the recordings will be handled with the utmost confidentiality. 

If you are willing to participate, kindly reply to this email, and we can arrange a convenient 

date and time for the interview. Additionally, if you have any questions or require further 

information about the research, please do not hesitate to contact me. 



 

 

I am looking forward to the possibility of your valuable contribution to this important research 

area. 

 

Thank you for considering my invitation. 

Sincerely, 

 

Maja Milas, Doctoral Student and Head of Department for Analytics and Informatization at 

Slovenian Quality Assurance Agency in Higher Education maja.milas@nakvis.si, +386 31 886 
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Appendix C: Questions From the Interviews with the Representatives with the 

Leadership of QA Agencies and International QA Associations 

 

Interview nb. 

 

 

Country 

 

 

Name of the QA agency 

 

 

Name of the interviewee 

 

 

Position of the interviewee 

 

 

Date and time of the interview 

 

 

Format of the interview 

 

 

Name of the interviewer 

 

Maja Milas, International School for Business and Social 

Studies (ISSBS) 

 

I am currently conducting doctoral research focusing on the independence of Quality Assurance (QA) 

Agencies within the European Higher Education Area (EHEA). As someone employed at the Slovenian 

Quality Assurance Agency in Higher Education (NAKVIS), I am particularly keen to understand 

diverse perspectives and experiences regarding the independence of QA agencies across the 

EHEA.  

 

For a comprehensive analysis, I am conducting interviews with representatives and management 

personnel of QA agencies across different regions, including EU-Member States, countries from the 

Western Balkans, and countries from Eastern Partnership Countries. Additionally, representatives of 

ENQA, EQAR, CEENQA, and ECA will also participate in the interviews. 

The objective of my research is to study the role and impact of QA agency independence, considering 

diverse national backgrounds and the challenges they encounter. This study contributes to a broader 

understanding of quality assurance in higher education within the EHEA, offering insights into 

autonomy and providing recommendations for enhancement.  As you will see in the attachment, the 

interview delves into various dimensions of QA agency independence. 

 

We acknowledge the sensitivity of the topic; however, it's essential to emphasize that our goal is to 

gather insights from various backgrounds and provide recommendations. Throughout this process, I will 

not disclose information regarding the country and names and surnames. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

QUESTIONS OF THE INTERVIEW: 

UNDERSTANDING REGIONAL CONTEXTS: 

1. Can you describe the key characteristics/valuers of the higher education quality assurance framework 

in your country/region]? 

 

 

2. How do you think the historical, cultural, and political context of your country/region influences the 

operations and independence of QA agencies? 

 

CULTURAL AND NATIONAL BACKGROUNDS 

3. How do different cultural environments and national backgrounds (social and political structures) 

affect the independent functioning of QA agencies? 

 

4. In what ways have you observed the impact of cultural and political backgrounds on the decision-

making processes within QA agencies? 

 

LEGISLATIVE FRAMEWORK AND FORMAL INDEPENDENCE 

5. How do you assess the legislative framework of the QA agency (autonomous legal act or subordinate) 

in establishing and safeguarding formal independence? 

 

6. Which area of the formal independence do you consider to be the most problematic, and why? 

 

 

7. Can you describe any challenges you've encountered in maintaining formal independence in the face 

of changing laws or political climates? 

 

GENERAL INDEPENDENCE 

 

8. Who appoints the management, experts, council members, members of appeal committee?  

 

 

9. What is the representation of specific stakeholders in these bodies? 

 

 

10. Is your agency a state of privately owned?  

 

 

ACCOUNTABILITY AND TRANSPARENCY 

11. What measures does your agency take to provide feedback to higher education institutions regarding 

compliance with quality assurance standards? 

 

12. How do you assess the effectiveness of accountability measures within your agency, and have you 

encountered any challenges in their implementation, such as the publication of reports, communication 

of decision-making processes, or disclosure of key performance indicators? 

 

 



 

13. In what ways does your agency communicate changes in quality assurance standards or procedures to 

higher education institutions and other stakeholders? 

 

 

14. How does the organizational culture within your agency contribute to transparency, and what role do 

relationships and values play in promoting openness and clarity? 

INFLUENCES AND PRESSURES 

15. What is your experience regarding pressures from higher education institutions, especially in areas like 

appointing a director, preparing quality assurance standards, and safeguarding appeals procedures? 

 

16. How would you assess you cooperation with the ministry? 

 

 

17. How would you assess you cooperation with higher education institutions? 

 

ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE AND INDEPENDENCE 

18. How important do you think organizational culture, relationships, and values are in safeguarding the 

agency's autonomy and independence? 

 

19. Can you discuss the steps your agency has taken to create a culture of independence, focusing on 

aspects like role clarity, transparency, and accountability? 

 

CONFLICT RESOLUTION AND ETHICAL STANDARDS 

20. How does your agency handle conflict resolution and feedback to stakeholders? 

 

21. Could you elaborate on the conflict-of-interest procedures and rules, ethics code, and integrity 

measures in place at your agency? 

 

PROFESSIONALISM AND STAFF EXPERTISE 

22. How do you assess the professionalism of your staff and capacities to make thematic analyses from the 

accreditation and evaluation procedures? 

 

 

FINANCIAL ASPECTS AND COOPERATION 

23. How do you assess the financial autonomy of your agency? 

 

 

24. What are your main sources of funding? 

 

25. How would you describe the cooperation with the ministry and other stakeholders, especially in terms 

of financial support and independence? 

 

OTHER 

26. Are you facing any specific challenges related to independence that haven’t been covered in our 

discussion? 

 



 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ENHANCING INDEPENDENCE 

27. Based on your experience, what recommendations would you make to improve the independence of 

QA agencies in higher education? 

 

28. Can you suggest any specific strategies or policies that have been effective in other regions or contexts 

that could be applied to improve the independence of QA agencies? 

 

29. Are there any examples of best practices in ensuring the independence of QA agencies that you are 

aware of, either within your region or internationally? 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

Appendix D: Survey on the Independence and Autonomy of Quality Assurance Agencies 

among Ceenqa Members 

 

Introduction  

 

Dear CEENQA members, 

 

You are being contacted to participate in this survey because you work in the field of quality 

assurance in higher education in regions participating in the research. This short survey is part 

of a research study that examines the independence and autonomy of decision-making systems 

in quality assurance processes within the European Higher Education Area (EHEA). The 

purpose of the survey is to assess activities and potential undue pressures and influences that 

affect the independent operation of quality assurance agencies (QA agencies) in different parts 

of the EHEA. Your participation is anonymous and will provide valuable information to 

strengthen standards of independent and autonomous decision-making, ensuring the 

autonomous professional work of QA agencies and their stakeholders. The findings will be used 

for thematic analyses and further research on the independence of quality assurance agencies 

in higher education. Thank you for your participation. 

 

Maja Milas, member of the CEENQA secretariat, representative of the Slovenian Quality 

Assurance Agency (NAKVIS) and doctoral student at the International School for Business and 

Social Studies (ISBSS) 

 

Instructions  

Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statements on a scale from 1 to 5, 

where 1 means "strongly disagree" and 5 means "strongly agree." For open-ended questions, 

please briefly describe your opinion. 

1. Please mark the region in which your QA agency is located 

2. Please mark the position at your QA agency  

Management 

Staff responsible for accreditation and evaluation procedures 

Staff responsible for international activities 

Other: 

3. Please mark the organizational status of your QA agency 

4. Operational independence from higher education institutions and governments is guaranteed 

in official documentation (e.g., instruments of governance or legislative acts). 

Strongly disagree 1 2 3 4 5 Strongly agree 

5. The operation of procedures and methods, the nomination and appointment of external 

experts, and the determination of the outcomes of its quality assurance processes are undertaken 

autonomously and independently of governments, higher education institutions, and organs of 

political influence. 

Strongly disagree 1 2 3 4 5 Strongly agree 



 

6. The final outcomes (e.g., decisions, recommendations) of the quality assurance processes 

remain the responsibility of the agency.  

Strongly disagree 1 2 3 4 5 Strongly agree 

7. Our QA agency has established clear procedures for ensuring independence and transparent 

operations (e.g., conflict of interest protocols, communication with external stakeholders, 

publication of reports, clear appeal procedures). 

Strongly disagree 1 2 3 4 5 Strongly agree 

8. Our QA agency has a transparent and effective appeal procedure for decisions made during 

the quality assurance process.  

Strongly disagree 1 2 3 4 5 Strongly agree 

9. Our QA agency regularly reports its activities to the public and interested higher education 

stakeholders.  

Strongly disagree 1 2 3 4 5 Strongly agree 

10. Our QA agency continuously improves its quality assurance processes based on feedback 

(e.g. surveys, consultations) from higher education stakeholders. 

Strongly disagree 1 2 3 4 5 Strongly agree 

11. Our QA agency produces summary reports that describe and analyze the general findings 

of reviews, evaluations, and assessments to support and ensure independence. 

Strongly disagree 1 2 3 4 5 Strongly agree 

12. What measures do you think your QA agency should take to further improve the 

independence and autonomy of its procedures?  

13. Have you observed any attempts of undue influence on the decisions of your agency in your 

work or interactions with it? If so, please describe the situation     

14. What suggestions do you have for improving and strengthening the independence of QA 

agencies in higher education?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Appendix E: Survey Questionnaire among NAKVIS Stakeholders 

 

Dear Sir/Madam, 

 

This short survey is part of a study that explores the independence and autonomy of decision-

making systems in quality assurance processes in higher education within the international 

context. The purpose of the survey is to assess activities and potential undue pressures and 

influences that may affect the independence of the Slovanian Quality Assurance Agency in 

Higher Education (NAKVIS) by various stakeholders involved in accreditation and evaluation 

procedures. 

 

Your participation is anonymous and will provide valuable insights for strengthening 

standards of independent and autonomous decision-making, preventing conflicts of interest, 

avoiding attempts of undue influence on the functioning and decisions, and ensuring the 

autonomous professional operation of the agency and its stakeholders. The findings will be 

used for thematic analyses and further research in the field of agency independence in higher 

education quality assurance as part of doctoral research. 

 

Thank you for your participation. 

Maja Milas, 

Head of the Analytics and Information Technology Department and a doctoral student at 

ISSBS 

 

1. SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE FOR MEMBERS OF THE AGENCY COUNCIL 

Instructions for completion: Please indicate your level of agreement with the following 

statements on a scale from 1 to 5, where 1 means "strongly disagree" and 5 means "strongly 

agree." 

1. In my work, I am exposed to undue external pressures when making decisions related to 

accreditation and evaluation procedures. 

◦ 1 2 3 4 5 

2. In the case of undue external pressures, I receive appropriate support from the agency, 

including protective mechanisms. 

◦ 1 2 3 4 5 

3. Within the agency council, I can present and defend my positions with reasoned arguments. 

◦ 1 2 3 4 5 

4. In my role as a council member, I have sufficient autonomy. 

◦ 1 2 3 4 5 

5. Administrative and procedural matters related to evaluations and accreditations are conducted 

transparently. 

◦ 1 2 3 4 5 



 

6. The decisions of the agency council are independent of external influences (e.g. higher 

education institutions, trade unions, political actors). 

◦ 1 2 3 4 5 

Open question: 

What activities would you propose to improve the functioning and independence of the 

agency council? 

 

2. SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE FOR AGENCY EXPERTS 

Instructions for completion: Please indicate your level of agreement with the following 

statements on a scale from 1 to 5, where 1 means "strongly disagree" and 5 means "strongly 

agree." 

1. My work as an agency expert is subject to external pressures during accreditation and 

evaluation procedures. 

◦ 1 2 3 4 5 

2. In my work, I encounter conflicts of interest. 

◦ 1 2 3 4 5 

3. In the case of undue external pressures, I receive appropriate support from the agency, 

including protective mechanisms. 

◦ 1 2 3 4 5 

4. In the event of a conflict of interest, there is a properly established procedure for managing it. 

◦ 1 2 3 4 5 

5. In my role as an NAKVIS expert, I have sufficient autonomy. 

◦ 1 2 3 4 5 

6. Administrative and procedural matters related to evaluations and accreditations are conducted 

transparently. 

◦ 1 2 3 4 5 

Open question: 

What activities would you propose to enhance the professionalism and independence of 

expert work in accreditation and evaluation procedures? 

 

3. SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE FOR MEMBERS OF THE APPEALS COMMITTEE 

Instructions for completion: Please indicate your level of agreement with the following 

statements on a scale from 1 to 5, where 1 means "strongly disagree" and 5 means "strongly 

agree." 

1. In my work, I am exposed to undue external pressures when deciding on appeals in 

accreditation and evaluation procedures. 

◦ 1 2 3 4 5 

2. Within the work of the Appeals Committee, I can present and defend my positions with 

reasoned arguments. 

◦ 1 2 3 4 5 



 

3. In the case of undue external pressures, I receive appropriate support from the agency, 

including protective mechanisms. 

◦ 1 2 3 4 5 

4. In my role as a member of the Appeals Committee, I have sufficient autonomy. 

◦ 1 2 3 4 5 

5. Procedural matters related to evaluations and accreditations are conducted transparently. 

◦ 1 2 3 4 5 

6. The decisions of the Appeals Committee are independent of external influences (e.g. higher 

education institutions, trade unions, political actors). 

◦ 1 2 3 4 5 

 

Open question: 

What activities would you propose to improve the functioning and independence of the 

Appeals Committee? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Appendix F: Overview of Key Themes, Concepts, and Challenges in Quality Assurance 

and Agency Independence 

 

Key Themes and Challenges in QA: Literature Overview 

 

Subsection Core Themes Key Insights 
Persistent 

Challenges 

Context 

QA as 

contested, 

normative 

domain 

• QA shaped by historical, national, 

ideological, and global contexts  

• Agencies act as both regulators and 

developers  

• Independence = relational, negotiated, 

context-dependent  

• Requires balancing sovereignty vs. 

integration, accountability vs. autonomy 

• Lack of uniform 

definition of quality  

• Ongoing tension 

between national 

traditions and 

European 

convergence 

Bologna Process 

and QA 

Harmonisation 

and integration 

• Bologna = technical + symbolic project 

of European unity  

• Created shared QA frameworks but 

allowed national diversity  

• Promoted mobility, trust, and 

cooperation  

• Exported as global model of higher 

education reform 

• Uneven and 

heterogeneous 

implementation  

• Risk of embedding 

market logics into 

academic spaces 

Guardians of 

Quality 

Defining and 

operationalising 

quality 

• Quality = plural and contested concept 

(Harvey and Green typology)  

• Ongoing tension between 

accountability and enhancement  

• Internal quality culture complements 

external QA frameworks • Stakeholder 

inclusion crucial for legitimacy • 

Agencies mediate between multiple 

expectations 

• Risk of QA 

becoming ritualistic 

“game-playing” 

 • Narrow definitions 

may sideline 

inclusivity, academic 

freedom, and 

holistic learning 

Evolution and 

Institutionalisation 

Rise of QA 

agencies and 

networks 

• 1990s/2000s: rapid expansion of QA 

agencies  

• ENQA and networks accelerated 

institutionalisation  

• QA concept broadened, conflated with 

accreditation/monitoring  

• Bologna vs. Lisbon: trust-building vs. 

competitiveness  

• Core principles: diversity, 

independence, student participation, 

institutional responsibility 

• Terminological 

confusion around 

QA 

 • Growing 

managerialist 

pressures risk 

overshadowing 

educational values 



 

Subsection Core Themes Key Insights 
Persistent 

Challenges 

External QA: 

Convergence vs. 

Diversity 

Diversity of 

systems and 

ESG 

• Nearly all signatories now have QA 

agencies  

• Great variation in structures and 

methodologies  

• Programme-based evaluation dominant  

• Internal QA strengthened but external 

focus may hinder development  

• ESG provide shared standards + 

flexibility • QA = “political experiment” 

between EU-level and national 

sovereignty 

• Risks: unstable 

legislation, weak 

capacity, poor 

evaluation quality  

• Tension between 

innovation and 

standardisation  

• Balancing 

convergence with 

contextual diversity 

Assurance vs. 

Enhancement 

Future of QA 

paradigms 

• QA serves dual purposes: assurance 

(compliance) and enhancement 

(development)  

• Standardisation → coherence but also 

“compliance culture”  

• Accountability dominance risks 

marginalising enhancement 

 • Scottish model shows potential for 

enhancement-led QA • Agencies facing 

“evaluation fatigue” → exploring 

diversification  

• Enhancement tied to sustainability, 

SDGs, civic responsibility • Agencies 

positioning as “centres of competence” 

• Difficulty shifting 

from assurance to 

enhancement  

• Risk of 

marketisation: 

competition among 

agencies may reduce 

rigour  

• Need to embed 

sustainability in QA 

practices 

Quality Concepts 

and Agency 

Independence 

Independence as 

functional 

condition 

• QA agencies face rising expectations 

(enhancement + transformation)  

• Independence = formal/legal + de 

facto/operational  

• Credibility depends on impartiality and 

autonomy from political/market capture  

• Independence safeguards legitimacy 

and trust  

• Essential for QA to act as epistemic, 

not just administrative, actors 

• Legal autonomy 

doesn’t guarantee 

operational 

independence  

• Risks of political 

steering, funding 

dependencies, or 

institutional 

clientelism 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

Dimensions of QA Agency Independence – Concepts, Relevance, and Challenges 

 

Level Core Concepts 

Relevance to QA 

Agency 

Independence 

Persistent 

Challenges 

Representative 

Sources 

Legal / Formal 

(de jure) 

• Statutory 

frameworks 

• ESG provisions 

• Legal autonomy 

• Fixed mandates 

• Protected 

budgets 

• Provide baseline 

safeguards against 

undue influence 

• Establish 

agencies as 

separate legal 

entities with clear 

authority 

• Legal compliance 

≠ actual autonomy 

• Political 

appointments 

• Weak enforcement 

in transitional 

contexts 

ESG (2015); 

Hanretty and Koop 

(2013); Gilardi 

(2008); Demšar 

(2024) 

Operational / 

Actual (de facto) 

• Organisational 

integrity 

• Leadership 

neutrality 

• Transparent 

procedures 

• Financial 

sustainability 

• Shape daily 

functioning and 

credibility of 

agencies 

• Determine 

whether legal 

safeguards are 

realised in 

practice 

• Informal pressures 

• Financial 

dependence on 

governments 

• Limited capacity• 

Reputational risks 

Hanretty and Koop 

(2013); Elken and 

Stensaker (2018); 

ENQA (2015) 

Political 

Autonomy 

• Protection from 

government 

interference 

• Independence in 

appointments 

• Decision-making 

safeguards 

• Ensures 

impartiality of 

evaluations 

• Guards against 

politicisation of 

QA outcomes 

• Cronyism 

• Party-based 

appointments 

• Turnover after 

elections 

• Subtle political 

pressure 

Gilardi (2002, 

2008); Verhoest et 

al. (2015); Demšar 

(2022) 

Social 

Accountability 

• Stakeholder 

involvement 

• Transparency 

mechanisms 

• Student and 

employer 

participation 

• Enhances trust, 

legitimacy, and 

responsiveness 

• Balances 

independence 

with 

accountability 

• Risk of stakeholder 

capture 

• Universities 

influencing criteria 

• Tension between 

inclusiveness and 

impartiality 

Schedler (1999); 

Stensaker and 

Harvey (2011, 

2013); Jordana et 

al. (2018) 

Scope of 

Responsibilities 

• Breadth of 

mandates 

(evaluation, 

accreditation, 

sanctions, advisory 

roles) 

• Broad scope 

increases 

authority and 

expertise 

• Developmental 

roles strengthen 

QA culture 

• Overburdening 

agencies 

• Conflicts of 

interest in 

consultancy 

• Blurred regulator–

regulated boundaries 

Juanatey et al. 

(2021); Blackstock 

(2022) 



 

Level Core Concepts 

Relevance to QA 

Agency 

Independence 

Persistent 

Challenges 

Representative 

Sources 

• Developmental 

support 

Cultural / 

Historical 

Contexts 

• Political 

traditions 

• Governance 

legacies 

• Academic 

freedom traditions 

• Shape real limits 

of independence 

• Affect 

perceptions of 

legitimacy and 

autonomy 

• Persistent 

politicisation in 

post-socialist 

contexts 

• Weak 

professionalisation 

• Fragile safeguards 

Demšar (2024); 

Juanatey et al. 

(2021); Blackstock 

(2022) 

Market 

andInternational 

Pressures 

• Competition 

among agencies 

• Cross-border 

evaluations 

• market logics 

• Drive 

innovation, 

visibility, and 

global alignment 

• Enhance 

international 

credibility 

• Marketisation risks 

• Prioritisation of 

reputation/profit 

over impartiality 

• Consultancy 

conflicts 

Jarvis (2014); 

ENQA (Quality 

Procedures 

Project); 

Blackstock (2022) 
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Appendix H: Extended Summary in Slovenian 

 

KREPITEV NEODVISNOSTI AGENCIJ ZA KAKOVOST V EVROPSKEM 

VISOKOŠOLSKEM PROSTORU 

 

1 Uvod 

 

V okviru evropskega visokošolskega prostora je zagotavljanje kakovosti postalo osrednji temelj 

upravljanja visokega šolstva ter ključen gonilni dejavnik institucionalnega razvoja in reform 

politik (ENQA, 2015; Westerheijden et al., 2007; Sursock, 2006, 2010, 2011). Evropski 

politični dokumenti, zlasti sporočila bolonjskega procesa in komunikacije Evropske komisije, 

dosledno poudarjajo, da je zagotavljanje kakovosti ključno za varovanje javnega interesa, 

krepitev preglednosti ter zagotavljanje odgovornosti (Evropska komisija, 2009, 2020; ENQA, 

2015). V zadnjih treh desetletjih so znanstvene razprave obogatile razumevanje pojma 

kakovosti ter pokazale, da gre za kontekstualno pogojen konstrukt, ne pa za statičen ali zgolj 

tehnični standard (Harvey, 2024; Williams, 2025). Kot sta že ugotovila Harvey in Green (1993), 

kakovost »za različne ljudi pomeni različne stvari«, kar poudarja njeno politično in relativno 

naravo, medtem ko sta Stensaker in Harvey (2010) dodatno pokazala njen vse večji pomen v 

okviru političnih agend. 

 

Zagotavljanje kakovosti je zasnovano kot sistematičen pregledni proces, namenjen presojo 

kakaosti visokošolskih zavodov (van Vught and Westerheijden, 1993), ter kot dinamičen odziv 

na širše procese evropeizacije in globalizacije (Huisman and Westerheijden, 2010; 2017; 

Alzafari and Kratzer, 2019). Zlasti zunanje zagotavljanje kakovosti, usmerjano z evropskimi 

smernicami in standardi (ESG, 2015), je bilo oblikovano z namenom spodbujanja približevanja 

in harmonizacije med visokošolskimi sistemi, hkrati pa omogoča nacionalne prilagoditve 

specifičnim tradicijam upravljanja. Evalvacije, ki ga izvajajo ENQA in sorodna združenja, so 

prispevala k večji primerljivosti, vendar pa sta verodostojnost in učinkovitost teh procesov še 

vedno v veliki meri odvisni od sposobnosti agencij za zagotavljanje kakovosti, da delujejo 

neodvisno od političnih in sektorskih pritiskov. 

 

Kljub normativnemu okviru ESG (2015) se med agencijami za zagotavljanje kakovosti še 

vedno kažejo izrazite razlike v načinu institucionalizacije in uresničevanja njihove 

neodvisnosti. Medtem ko so nekatere agencije podprte z zakonskimi mandati, pravnimi 

zaščitnimi ukrepi in stabilnim večletnim financiranjem, druge ostajajo tesno vezane na 

ministrstva, odvisne od letnih proračunov ali izpostavljene političnim pritiskom, ki ogrožajo 

njihovo avtonomijo (Grek and Russell, 2024; Williams, 2025). Takšne asimetrije spodkopavajo 

primerljivost in medsebojno zaupanje med državami, čeprav Globalna konvencija UNESCO 

(2019, člen III.5) jasno poudarja, da verodostojno zagotavljanje kakovosti zahteva funkcionalno 

neodvisnost tako od vlad kot tudi od visokošolskih institucij. Čeprav so bile agencije za 

zagotavljanje kakovosti prvotno ustanovljene kot avtonomni organi, namenjeni preprečevanju 

političnega vmešavanja in varovanju legitimnosti (Blackmur, 2010; UNESCO, 2013), je 



 

raziskovalna pozornost njihovi upravljavski ureditvi posvečena le v omejenem obsegu (King, 

2007), notranji mehanizmi odgovornosti pa ostajajo nezadostno raziskani (Jordana, Bianculli 

and Fernández-i-Marín, 2015). Nedavne raziskave so dodatno opozorile na trajne izzive na 

področju upravljanja, vključevanja deležnikov in oblikovanja kulture kakovosti (Alzafari and 

Kratzer, 2019). 

 

Osrednja tema teh razprav je vztrajna vrzel med t.i. formalno (de jure) in dejansko (de facto) 

neodvisnostjo. Medtem ko formalni pravni okviri lahko zagotavljajo avtonomijo, lahko 

dejansko neodvisnost ogrožajo politična imenovanja, proračunski nadzor ali diskrecijske 

intervencije (Gilardi, 2008; Hanretty and Koop, 2013; Verhoest et al., 2015). Ta kontekst 

poudarja osrednji izziv neodvisnosti agencij za zagotavljanje kakovosti v EHEA, ki ga ta 

disertacija poskuša obravnavati. 

 

2 Namen, cilji in raziskovalna vprašanja 

 

Osrednji namen te disertacije je kritično preučiti in osvetliti dejavnike, koncepte ter prakse 

neodvisnosti agencij za zagotavljanje kakovosti v okviru EHEA. Ob upoštevanju 

institucionalne raznolikosti evropskega visokošolskega prostora je raziskava usmerjena v deset 

agencij za zagotavljanje kakovosti, ki predstavljajo različne nacionalne kontekste – vključno s 

Slovenijo, izbranimi državami Zahodnega Balkana, vzhodnoevropskimi državami in državami 

članicami EU –, s čimer omogoča primerjalni vpogled v različne modele in tradicije 

upravljanja. 

 

Ta študija si prizadeva zagotoviti celovito razumevanje neodvisnosti agencij za zagotavljanje 

kakovosti z izvedbo primerjalne analize različnih evropskih držav, razporejenih v tri regionalne 

skupine, dopolnjene z nacionalno študijo primera Slovenije. Njen cilj je prepoznati in 

poglobljeno preučiti strukturne ter kontekstualne dejavnike, ki oblikujejo neodvisnost, vključno 

s pravnimi okviri, upravljavskimi strukturami ter političnimi in kulturnimi vplivi, ob hkratni 

analizi percepcij deležnikov, da bi ugotovili, kako se neodvisnost razume, vrednoti in izpodbija 

v različnih okoljih. Posebna pozornost je namenjena razlikovanju med de jure in de facto 

neodvisnostjo, pri čemer študija cilja raziskati, kako se formalni zaščitni ukrepi – kot so statuti, 

mandati in organizacijski postopki – ujemajo ali pa ne ujemajo z dejansko neodvisnostjo teh 

agencij. Z triangulacijo analiz, različnih perspektiv deležnikov in kvalitativnih študij primerov 

raziskava osvetljuje pogoje, ki spodbujajo ali omejujejo resnično neodvisnost, ter oblikuje na 

dokazih temelječa priporočila za krepitev verodostojnosti in trajnosti sistemov zagotavljanja 

kakovosti v evropskem visokošolskem prostoru. 

 

- RQ1: Kateri so glavni dejavniki, ki oblikujejo neodvisnost agencij za zagotavljanje 

kakovosti, ter kako različni deležniki v evropskem visokošolskem prostoru to 

neodvisnost dojemajo? 



 

- RQ2: Katere so formalne značilnosti neodvisnosti agencij za zagotavljanje kakovosti in 

na kakšen način je mogoče primerjati stopnjo formalne neodvisnosti med različnimi 

regijami evropskega visokošolskega prostora? 

- RQ3: V kolikšni meri formalna neodvisnost agencij za zagotavljanje kakovosti 

zagotavlja njihovo dejansko avtonomijo in kako na to razmerje vplivajo kulturni 

konteksti, organizacijske strukture ter modeli upravljanja? 

 

Ta raziskovalna vprašanja skupaj umeščajo neodvisnost ne le kot normativni ideal, zapisan v 

zakonodaji, temveč tudi kot živo institucionalno prakso, ki jo sooblikujejo politični, kulturni in 

organizacijski dejavniki. S tem se neodvisnost opredeljuje kot večdimenzionalen pojem, ki ga 

je treba razumeti tako skozi formalne strukture kot skozi vsakodnevne prakse, kar ustvarja 

podlago za analizo, kako se verodostojnost, legitimnost in odpornost agencij za zagotavljanje 

kakovosti oblikujejo in vzdržujejo v različnih visokošolskih sistemih. 

 

3 Konceptualni okvir  

 

Agencije za zagotavljanje kakovosti v evropskem visokošolskem prostoru delujejo hkrati kot 

regulativni in razvojni akterji, pri čemer uravnotežajo postopke vrednotenja, usmerjene v 

skladnost, z dejavnostmi podpore, namenjenimi izboljševanju (Brennan and Shah, 2000; 

Dakovic and Gover, 2019; Westerheijden et al., 2007; Williams, 2025). Njihovo delovanje 

odraža stalne napetosti med nacionalno suverenostjo in evropsko integracijo (Carvalho et al., 

2024; Neophytou and Koutselini, 2025) ter med zahtevami po odgovornosti in ohranjanjem 

institucionalne avtonomije (Jordana et al., 2015). 

 

Literatura o regulativnem upravljanju poudarja, da je neodvisnost po svoji naravi relacijski 

pojav, odvisen od konteksta (Gilardi, 2008; Verhoest et al., 2004), pri čemer jo oblikujejo 

politične tradicije, pravni okviri in organizacijska kultura. Bolonjski proces je pospešil 

konvergenco standardov zagotavljanja kakovosti (Amaral and Magalhães, 2004; Evropska 

komisija/EACEA/Eurydice, 2020; Kehm and Teichler, 2007), vendar nacionalne prakse kljub 

temu ostajajo raznolike glede obsega in poudarkov. Akreditacija ostaja prevladujoče orodje, 

čeprav jo pogosto dopolnjujejo različni eksperimentalni pristopi (Alzafari and Ursin, 2019; 

Hopbach and Flierman, 2020). Sodobni politični trendi, kot so financiranje na podlagi 

uspešnosti, usmerjenost v potrebe trga dela (Jarvis, 2014) in digitalizacija (Pohlenz et al., 2023), 

lahko zožijo razvojno poslanstvo zagotavljanja kakovosti, če agencije niso prepoznane ne le 

kot regulatorna, temveč tudi kot epistemološka telesa (Williams, 2025). 

 

Neodvisnost je dosledno opredeljena kot temeljni predpogoj za verodostojnost, preglednost in 

legitimnost (ESG, 2015). Vendar pa so pravna varovala – vključno s formalnim statusom, 

pravili imenovanja in finančno avtonomijo – nujna, a sama po sebi nezadostna, saj politični 

vpliv pogosto vztraja (Jordana et al., 2018; Verhoest et al., 2015). To poudarja trajno 

pomembnost razlikovanja med formalno in dejansko neodvisnostjo ter potrebo po analizi, kako 

zgodovinski in kulturni konteksti oblikujejo evropski visokošolski prostor. Poleg tega literatura 



 

opozarja, da zagotavljanja kakovosti in neodvisnosti ne gre razumeti kot binarnega pogoja, 

temveč kot kontinuum, znotraj katerega agencije delujejo med različnimi stopnjami 

avtonomije, odvisno od politične volje, organizacijske zmogljivosti in ravni zaupanja 

(Williams, 2025). Razumevanje tega kontinuuma je bistveno za razlago razlik v tem, kako 

agencije uravnotežajo svoje regulativne in razvojne vloge. Poleg tega ta okvir, s tem da 

neodvisnost agencij za zagotavljanje kakovosti umešča v širše razprave o upravljanju in 

institucionalni legitimnosti, poudarja njen pomen ne le za politiko visokega šolstva, ampak tudi 

za demokratično kakovost javne uprave po vsej Evropi. 

 

4 Raziskovalni načrt in metodologija 

 

Ta doktorska disertacija uporablja pretežno kvalitativno raziskovalno metodologijo za 

preučevanje kompleksne in kontekstualno pogojene narave neodvisnosti agencij za 

zagotavljanje kakovosti. Kvalitativni pristop je za to raziskavo še posebej ustrezen, saj je pojem 

neodvisnosti interpretativen konstrukt, globoko zasidran v specifičnem kontekstu. Zgolj 

kvantitativni kazalniki ga ne morejo v celoti zajeti, saj imajo ključno vlogo percepcije, 

neformalne prakse in kontekstualne nianse (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011; Flyvbjerg, 2001; Patton, 

2014). 

 

Raziskovalni načrt je zasnovan na dveh medsebojno povezanih ravneh: 

1) Mednarodna primerjalna študija, ki vključuje: 

- predhodno raziskavo (2021–2022), osredotočeno na različne vidike delovanja 28 

agencij za zagotavljanje kakovosti v evropskem visokošolskem prostoru; 

- analizo poročil skupin strokovnjakov ENQA (2021–2024), povezanih s standardom ESG 

3.3; 

- poglobljene intervjuje (2023–2024) z vodji agencij za zagotavljanje kakovosti iz devetih 

držav, razdeljenih v tri regionalne skupine, skupaj s Slovenijo, ter z vodji evropskih 

mrež na področju zagotavljanja kakovosti (ENQA, CEENQA, ECA). 

 

2) Nacionalna študija primera Slovenije, ki zagotavlja poglobljeno in kontekstualno specifično 

ponazoritev tega, kako se neodvisnost dojema in uresničuje v konkretnem upravljavskem 

okolju. 

 

Na nacionalni ravni je osrednja študija primera zajela Nacionalno agencijo za kakovost v 

visokem šolstvu Slovenije (NAKVIS), pri čemer so bile izvedene ankete in intervjuji s 

strokovnjaki, člani sveta ter člani pritožbene komisije. Na regionalni ravni je bilo izbranih devet 

dodatnih držav iz treh skupin – držav članic EU, držav Zahodnega Balkana in držav Vzhodnega 

partnerstva – izbor pa je temeljil na različnih stopnjah integracije v EU, političnih tradicijah in 

upravljavskih dediščinah. Vpogledi na ravni sistema so bili pridobljeni z intervjuji z vodji 

mednarodnih združenj na področju zagotavlja kakovosti ENQA, CEENQA in ECA. 

 



 

Glede na politično občutljivost teme so bili strogo upoštevani etični zaščitni ukrepi, vključno z 

anonimizacijo udeležencev, zagotavljanjem zaupnosti ter spoštovanjem kulturne občutljivosti. 

Dvojna vloga raziskovalca kot akademika in zaposlenega na NAKVIS je zahtevala stalno 

refleksivnost, preglednost in skrbno upravljanje meja. Omejitve raziskave so izhajale iz 

omejenega dostopa do informacij v politično občutljivih kontekstih, variabilne poglobljenosti 

intervjujev, majhnih anketnih vzorcev ter subjektivnosti samoporočanih podatkov. Za 

obvladovanje teh omejitev in povečanje zanesljivosti ugotovitev so bile uporabljene različne 

strategije – med drugim triangulacija, anonimizacija, refleksivno vodenje raziskovalnega 

dnevnika ter metodološka preglednost. Tako zasnovan raziskovalni pristop je omogočil 

večplastno primerjalno analizo, ki je združevala pregled formalnih dokumentov, zbiranje mnenj 

deležnikov ter izvedbo nacionalne študije primera. 

 

 

5 Ključne ugotovitve doktorske disertacije 

 

Osrednja raziskava, predstavljena v tej disertaciji, ponuja celovito in večplastno analizo 

neodvisnosti agencij za zagotavljanje kakovosti v okviru EHEA. Na podlagi predhodne 

raziskave, analiz poročil strokovnjakov ENQA, serije intervjujev z relevantnimi deležniki kot 

tudi nacionalne študija, raziskava prepoznava tako strukturne determinante kot tudi 

kontekstualne vplive, ki oblikujejo avtonomijo. Ugotovitve potrjujejo, da večina agencij sicer 

izpolnjuje formalne zahteve standarda ESG 3.3, vendar med njimi obstajajo izrazite razlike v 

načinu institucionalizacije in praktičnega uresničevanja neodvisnosti. 

 

Oblikovanje indeksa neodvisnosti na podlagi petih ključnih področij – imenovanje vodstva 

agencij, oblikovanje meril, izbor strokovnjakov, pristojnost za odločanje ter pritožbeni 

mehanizmi – je omogočilo prepoznavo prednosti, kot so pregledni modeli upravljanja in trdni 

notranji postopki, hkrati pa razkrilo tudi ponavljajoče se ranljivosti, med katerimi izstopajo 

politizirana imenovanja vodstva agencije, posegi v delo agencij in nezadostno neodvisne 

pritožbene strukture. Triangulacija poročil ENQA ter podatkov, pridobljenih z intervjuji, je 

pokazala, da formalna jamstva avtonomije pogosto sobivajo z neformalnimi praksami 

političnega nadzora, finančne odvisnosti in tržno usmerjenih pristopov k zagotavljanju 

kakovosti. Tržni pritiski vse pogosteje ustvarjajo nove – in pogosto premalo raziskane – izzive: 

agencije za zagotavljanje kakovosti, ki si prizadevajo za mednarodno priznanje, sklepanje 

institucionalnih pogodb ali širitev svojih svetovalnih dejavnosti, lahko nehote ponotranjijo 

tržno logiko na račun kakovosti. Presenetljivo je, da je raziskava pokazala, da se tudi najbolj 

razvite države s politično stabilnim okoljem soočajo z izrazitimi izzivi. Posebej pomembna je 

vloga mrež na evropski ravni – zlasti ENQA, CEENQA in EQAR –, ki utrjujejo normativne 

standarde, spodbujajo medsebojno odgovornost ter krepijo verodostojnost nacionalnih 

sistemov. Hkrati pa te mreže v določenih primerih zavzemajo strožja stališča do agencij iz 

držav, ki niso članice EU ali pridruženih držav, kar lahko upočasni ali oteži njihov dostop. 

 



 

Nacionalna študija primera Slovenije ponuja poglobljeno ponazoritev tega, kako se neodvisnost 

uresničuje v konkretnem okolju. NAKVIS ima koristi od relativno močnih zakonskih zaščitnih 

ukrepov in usklajenosti z načeli ESG, vendar njegova legitimnost temelji predvsem na 

preglednih postopkih, profesionalni kulturi integritete ter zaupanju deležnikov. V intervjujih s 

strokovnjaki, člani sveta in člani pritožbene komisije je bilo zaznano, da so zunanji pritiski 

minimalni, kar kaže, da se odpornost krepi skozi dobro uveljavljene postopke upravljanja. 

Hkrati pa je študija primera izpostavila področja, ki zahtevajo nadaljnjo pozornost, zlasti v zvezi 

s komunikacijskimi praksami tako znotraj kot zunaj agencije 

 

To se sklada s širšimi ugotovitvami v celotnem evropskem visokošolskem prostoru: 

neodvisnost ni trajno zagotovljena s pravnimi okviri, temveč jo je treba nenehno utrjevati z 

organizacijsko kulturo, profesionalizacijo in mednarodnim sodelovanjem. Skupaj gledano, 

raziskava kaže, da se resnična avtonomija vzpostavi šele takrat, ko se združijo strukturni 

zaščitni ukrepi, operativne prakse in kulturne norme, kar omogoča, da agencije za zagotavljanje 

kakovosti delujejo kot verodostojni in nepristranski varuhi kakovosti v evropskem 

visokošolskem prostoru. 

 

6 Razprava 

 

Pri obravnavi treh raziskovalnih vprašanj so bile ugotovitve sintetizirane z namenom preučitve 

različnih dejavnikov neodvisnosti agencij za zagotavljanje kakovosti (RQ1), formalnih 

značilnosti neodvisnosti in njihovih regionalnih razlik (RQ2) ter obsega, v katerem se formalni 

zaščitni ukrepi v praksi prevedejo v dejansko neodvisnost (RQ3). Analiza temelji na 

triangulaciji pregleda literature, predhodne študije, analize poročil ENQA, intervjujev z 

deležniki in nacionalne študije primera. 

 

Dejavniki neodvisnosti (RQ1): 

Raziskava kaže, da neodvisnost oblikuje kompleksno medsebojno prepletanje političnih, 

gospodarskih, organizacijskih in kulturnih dejavnikov. Med politične dejavnike sodijo zakonski 

status, ministrski nadzor ter pravila, ki urejajo imenovanja in financiranje. Gospodarski 

dejavniki se nanašajo na predvidljivost proračuna, diverzifikacijo virov financiranja in zaščito 

pred finančnimi pritiski. Organizacijski dejavniki vključujejo pluralistične oblike upravljanja, 

pregledno sprejemanje odločitev ter neodvisne pritožbene mehanizme. Poročila ENQA kažejo 

na občutne razlike pri uresničevanju skladnosti z ESG, medtem ko intervjuji z deležniki 

poudarjajo odločilno vlogo nacionalne politične kulture. Organizacijska kultura, utemeljena na 

etiki, nepristranskosti in zaupanju, se je izkazala kot ključen neformalni zaščitni mehanizem, 

medtem ko mednarodna vpetost prek ENQA in EQAR dodatno krepi institucionalno 

verodostojnost. 

 

Formalne značilnosti neodvisnosti (RQ2): 

Potrjena je ključna razlika med de jure in de facto neodvisnostjo. De jure neodvisnost je 

zagotovljena s pravnimi zaščitnimi ukrepi, kot so imenovanje vodstva agencij, proračunska 



 

avtonomija, uravnotežene strukture upravljanja ter pravno ločeni pritožbeni mehanizmi. 

Primerjalna analiza kaže na jasne regionalne razlike: sistemi v nordijskih in zahodnoevropskih 

državah so praviloma vzpostavili pregledne večstopenjske postopke imenovanja in raznolike 

upravne svete, z zastopanostjo različnih visokošolskih deležnikov, medtem ko so sistemi v 

srednji, vzhodni in jugovzhodni Evropi ohranili močnejši vpliv ministrstev. Finančna 

neodvisnost seje je izkazala za pomembno, saj so agencije, ki so imele pooblastilo za določanje 

in ohranjanje pristojbin, izkazovale večjo avtonomijo. Neodvisni pritožbeni mehanizmi 

dodatno prispevajo k verodostojnosti, medtem ko postopki, ki jih vodijo ministrstva, uvajajo 

politično diskrecijo. Slovenski primer kaže, da so formalni zaščitni ukrepi lahko učinkoviti, 

vendar njihova trajna veljavnost ostaja pogojena z vplivom zgodovinskih dediščin. 

 

Razmerje med formalno in dejansko neodvisnostjo (RQ3): 

Ugotovljeno je, da je razmerje med formalno in dejansko neodvisnostjo odvisno od 

organizacijskih struktur, politične in organizacijske kulture ter modelov upravljanja. Medtem 

ko zakonski okviri določajo potrebno izhodišče, je dejanska neodvisnost pogojena z 

preglednimi vodstvenimi praksami, transparentnimi procesi, zaupanjem deležnikov, nepisanimi 

pravili, zglednim vodenjem ter aktivnim vključevanjem deležnikov. Mednarodne mreže in 

mednarodna vpetost zagotavljajo dodatno raven zaščite, čeprav so njihovi učinki včasih 

neenakomerni med državami članicami EU in tistimi zunaj nje. Na splošno ugotovitve 

potrjujejo, da se dejanska neodvisnost vzpostavi tam, kjer se pravna zaščita, finančna stabilnost, 

organizacijska zasnova, strokovna kultura in mednarodno sodelovanje združujejo ter 

medsebojno krepijo. 

 

7 Priporočila 

 

Za okrepitev neodvisnosti agencij za zagotavljanje kakovosti je potreben celovit niz reform na 

strukturni, postopkovni in kulturni ravni. 

- Za agencije in upravne odbore: zagotoviti je treba pregledno in verodostojno 

imenovanje vodstvenih kadrov agencij. V te procese morajo biti vključene različne 

zainteresirane strani, po potrebi pa tudi mednarodni strokovnjaki ali opazovalci, da se 

dodatno okrepi legitimnost teh struktur. Strukture upravljanja morajo biti jasno 

opredeljene, zahteve po politični ratifikaciji pa odpravljene. Metodološka neodvisnost 

mora temeljiti na preglednem izboru strokovnjakov, etičnih protokolih in strokovni 

usposobljenosti. Agencije morajo hkrati vlagati v stalno izobraževanje osebja ter 

usposabljanje vodstvenih kadrov, da se vzpostavi profesionalna kultura, ki dolgoročno 

zagotavlja neodvisnost. 

- Za oblikovalce politik in ministrstva: strukturne reforme morajo vključevati neodvisne 

pritožbene mehanizme, predvidljivo večletno financiranje in odpravo diskrecijskih 

pravic veta. Reforme morajo biti usklajene s prevladujočimi političnimi kulturami, da 

se zagotovi njihova trajnost in učinkovitost. 

- Za visokošolske institucije in druge deležnike: njihovo sodelovanje je treba formalizirati 

z uravnoteženimi mehanizmi sodelovanja in participacije pri delu agencij, ki omogočajo 



 

pomemben prispevek k procesom, hkrati pa ohranjajo avtonomijo agencij za 

zagotavljanje kakovosti. 

 

Skupaj so ti ukrepi namenjeni vzpostavitvi preglednih sistemov upravljanja kakovosti, v 

katerem zakonske zaščite dopolnjujejo kulturne in postopkovne reforme. Čeprav politični 

odpor, fiskalne omejitve in institucionalna vztrajnost ostajajo možne ovire, bi njihovo sprejetje 

bistveno okrepilo verodostojnost, preglednost in neodvisnost zagotavljanja kakovosti. Končno, 

zaščita neodvisnosti ni zgolj tehnični ali institucionalni izziv, temveč politična in družbena 

zaveza, ki zahteva dolgoročno krepitev zaupanja in usklajevanje z demokratičnimi vrednotami. 

Če bodo takšne reforme dosledno uresničevane, bodo lahko zagotovile, da bodo agencije za 

zagotavljanje kakovosti še naprej delovale kot verodostojni varuhi kakovosti, s čimer se krepi 

legitimnost in mednarodni ugled evropskega visokošolskega prostora. 

 

8 Zaključek 

 

Ta disertacija prispeva k izvirnemu vpogledu v teorijo in prakso na področju zagotavljanja 

kakovosti, saj neodvisnost ponovno opredeljuje kot večdimenzionalen in dinamičen konstrukt. 

Pokazuje, da so zakonske določbe nujne, vendar nezadostne; neodvisnost je treba razvijati tudi 

skozi poklicno etiko, organizacijsko kulturo, vodstvene prakse in vzpostavljanjem zaupanja. S 

sistematično analizo vrzeli med de jure in de facto neodvisnostjo študija razvije analitični 

model, ki pojasnjuje medsebojno delovanje formalnih zaščitnih ukrepov ter kulturno-

institucionalnih realnosti. Ugotovitve poudarjajo odločilno, a premalo raziskano vlogo 

mednarodne vpetosti, politične in organizacijske kulture in pritiskov tržnega delovanja na 

področju zunanjega zagotavljana kakovosti. Z združevanjem teorije upravljanja, političnih ved 

in raziskav na področju konceptov kakovosti disertacija ponuja konceptualni in praktični okvir, 

ki lahko pomembno prispeva k nadaljnjemu znanstvenemu raziskovanju in oblikovanju politik. 

 

Prihodnje raziskave naj temeljijo na longitudinalnih in primerjalnih pristopih, da bi omogočile 

spremljanje razvoja neodvisnosti v razmerah političnih sprememb, finančnih pritiskov, 

digitalizacije in pluralističnih okolij zagotavljanja kakovosti. Večja pozornost naj bo namenjena 

mikro-dinamiki – organizacijskemu vedenju, stilom vodenja in gradnji zaupanja – ki dodano 

šririjo razumevanje tega, kako se neodvisnost uresničuje v praksi. Osrednja ugotovitev je, da 

neodvisnosti ni mogoče zakonsko urediti enkrat za vselej; potrebno jo je nenehno gojiti s 

transparentnim vodenjem, visoko organizacijsko kulturo, krepitvi zaupanje med različnimi 

deležniki in (mednarodnim) sodelovanjem. V celotnem evropskem visokošolskem prostopru 

neodvisnost ostaja tako strukturno varovalo kot tudi praksa, ki zahteva budnost, solidarnost in 

zaupanje, da se zagotovi, da agencije za zagotavljanje kakovosti lahko še naprej delujejo kot 

verodostojni varuhi kakovosti visokega šolstva. 

 

 

 


