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ABSTRACT
The present article offers a mixed-method perspective on the
investigation of determinants of effectiveness in quality assurance
at higher education institutions. We collected survey data from
German higher education institutions to analyse the degree to
which quality managers perceive their approaches to quality
assurance as effective. Based on this data, we develop an ordinary
least squares regression model which explains perceived
effectiveness through structural variables and certain quality
assurance-related activities of quality managers. The results show
that support by higher education institutions’ higher management
and cooperation with other education institutions are relevant
preconditions for larger perceived degrees of quality assurance
effectiveness. Moreover, quality managers’ role as promoters of
quality assurance exhibits significant correlations with perceived
effectiveness. In contrast, sanctions and the perception of quality
assurance as another administrative burden reveal negative
correlations.
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Introduction

Quality of teaching and learning has become a major strategic issue in tertiary education
systems across the globe over the past decades (Harvey andWilliams 2010; Enders andWes-
terheijden 2014). In Europe, the Bologna process, as well as other concurrent developments,
has hastened the introduction and elaboration of institutionalized quality assurance (QA) and
quality management (QM) mechanisms.1 Most importantly, under the new public manage-
ment paradigm, (standardized) comparison of educational outcomes, rankings, and a higher
degree of university autonomy and accountability have become an integral part of university
managers’ day-to-day work (Broucker and de Witt 2015; van Vught and de Boer 2015).

The Bologna process strives to make degrees and learning outcomes more comparable
across European university systems as an aid to increasing student and staff mobility
across European higher education institutions (HEIs) (Teichler 2012). Thus,
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comparability of individual universities’ provisions has become a core part of the reforms
carried out as part of the Bologna process, resulting in the establishment of formalized
external QA mechanisms (e.g. external programme accreditation) and internal QA mech-
anisms (Bollaert 2014). These mechanisms are supposed to draw on certain sets of quality
standards, most importantly the Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the
European Higher Education Area (ESG) (ENQA 2015). Other concurrent developments
that have led to an increased awareness of the relevance of QA are the massification
and internationalization of tertiary education (Bollaert 2014). Universities are granting
wider access to new target audiences which they would most probably not have addressed
just one or two generations ago. Among these are ‘non-traditional students’ who originate
from non-academic family backgrounds or who enter university education with a voca-
tional education background and professional experience instead of with a secondary
school education certificate. Another group that is rising in numbers are mature students,
returning to higher education after a professional career (‘life-long learning’).

An increasingly heterogeneous student population adds a different dimension to the
quality debate (Krempkow, Pohlenz, and Huber 2015). This dimension refers to the learn-
ing needs of the ‘new learners’ and to the mode of teaching in the higher education sector
rather than to the control function of QA mechanisms, which aim at improving processes
and workflows in the organization of HEIs. Against that backdrop, QA and QM are dis-
cussed in the literature more as a means to develop a quality culture which promotes the
willingness of academic staff tomake use of evidence (produced byQAprocedures) to inno-
vate their teaching and their attitudes towards higher education (scholarship of teaching
and learning) as a response to changes in the environment and changing target audiences.

For many academic staff (and other stakeholders too), however, the rapidity and impact
of the above-mentioned change processes have beenmore of a burden than an opportunity.
This is why QA as an idea and as a process has become an issue of controversial debate and
something that encounters resistance, at least when it is first being introduced (Anderson
2006, 2008). Over the years a huge body of literature has accumulated, with studies
suggesting that evaluation results do not reliably and validly reflect teaching quality and
can thus not be used as a basis for management decisions, particularly when these manage-
ment decisions have budgetary relevance (for an overview, see Pohlenz 2009; Shevlin et al.
2000; Zhao and Gallant 2012). In a broader perspective, different authors highlight various
effects of evaluations that are not necessarily related to quality (Pollitt 1998; Dahler-Larsen
2012). Other arguments against QA refer to the nature of academic teaching, which cannot,
according to this type of argumentation, be broken down into measurable units and cause–
effect relations that indicate any kind of impact by teachers on student learning achieve-
ments. The question of what quality in higher education actually is has been addressed
on many occasions, with the implication that, even if quality cannot easily be defined this
does notmean that it cannot bemeasured.However, it underlines the fact thatmeasurement
of quality is not an easy task (for a literature overview, see Harvey and Green 1993; Owlia
and Aspinwall 1996; Reeves and Bednar 1994).

Even though the existence of external and internal QA is widely accepted nowadays, the
debate outlined above is still pending, at least in many universities where scholars still
accuse QA of being both a bureaucratic burden and an illegitimate interference from a
central management – namely the Rector’s office – which holds too much managerial
power in its hands in order to ‘regulate and discipline academics’ (Lucas 2014, 218).
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QA officials (‘quality managers’) who are in charge of implementing the respective pro-
cedures (evaluation studies, internal quality audits and the like) are continually in the
awkward position of having to justify their approaches and methods. As a consequence,
the QA practitioners try to make its research instruments more sophisticated in order
to keep pace with the methodological debate that is being conducted in the space
around it, thereby challenging the methodological and managerial approaches of the
quality managers’ work.

Given the ongoing debate and disputes characterized above about the legitimacy of and jus-
tification for QA in higher education, evaluation of the effects of QA becomes an inescapable
necessity. However, studies on the impact evaluation of education policies and practices often
focus on purely methodological issues such as identifying the econometric methods available
(Schlotter, Schwerdt, andWoessmann 2009). That research stream concentrates on the quest
for causal relationships, or cause–effect relations between inputs and outputs or outcomes, and
themodes of researchwhich are applicable to tracing these relationships, e.g. randomized con-
trolled trials (RCT). It should be noted, however, that in the field of higher education, the appli-
cability of experimental research designs is very limited. Experimental and control groups can
hardly be separated in the ‘natural’ field of higher education; experiments are hardly replicable
without the influence of learning effects on the test persons; etc. (Sullivan 2011). Thus, the
question arises of which alternative approaches to a randomized controlled trials research
paradigm exist that are acceptable with regard to the objective of establishing the effectiveness
of QA procedures in HEIs. Among these are methods using panel data (see e.g. Schlotter,
Schwerdt, and Woessmann 2009, 19ff.), in particular the before-after comparison approach
(see e.g. Leiber, Stensaker, and Harvey 2015, 297) but also other, mutually complementary,
non-exclusive methods (Leiber, Stensaker, and Harvey 2015, 297–298).

We highlight one of these further approaches, namely, ‘assessment of intervention
effects by participants, key informants and experts’ (Leiber, Stensaker, and Harvey
2015, 298). Particularly, we analyse the degree to which quality managers perceive their
own approaches to QA as effective or conducive to its overall aims. We will develop
our argument by first digging deeper into the methodological issue of investigating the
causal effects of higher education on learning outcomes. After this, we will outline a
concept of quality managers’ perception of the effectiveness of their work. Last of all,
we will present results of an empirical research study of the latter question.

Causal relationships between inputs and outputs. Changing function of
QA in higher education

Investigating causal relationships between inputs (such as teaching and teacher attitude)
and (desired) outcomes (such as student learning achievement) is a complex endeavour
which requires methodological rigour for different reasons:

(1) Learners are co-creators or co-producers of the teaching and learning process and its
outcomes. Student achievement varies not only with the quality of the teaching but
also with other sources of variance, such as the students’ aptitude or the time
budget which they are spending on extra-curricular activities or jobs;

(2) Quality means different things to different stakeholders (such as labour market repre-
sentatives, the scientific community, the students themselves, the wider public, the
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different political arenas, etc.). Thus, it remains difficult to decide what relevant and
methodologically sound indicators (in terms of their validity and reliability) could be
used to measure quality;

(3) In order to trace causal relationships between input and output (and outcomes) one
would have to theorize the specific impact that the specific features of a study pro-
gramme have on the participating students. Empirically traceable hypotheses would
then, for instance, refer to the effectiveness of particular teaching methods on learning
outcomes (e.g. ‘the more e-learning experience, the better the overall learning result’).
Since higher education is delivered in a dynamic and changing environment, it seems to
be unrealistic to attempt to create laboratory conditions (replicability of tests, constant
conditions, no changes in environmental variables) which would be a methodological
prerequisite to testing such hypotheses empirically (in randomized controlled trials).

Although such real-world complexities and problems make it difficult to implement and
maintain laboratory conditions in the daily businesses of higher education, it is stated by
Manville et al. that the raison d’être of QA is precisely this: the investigation of causal
relationships between inputs and outcomes (Manville et al. 2015), for example, in order
to serve the public interest in greater transparency of HEIs regarding public expenditure
in the field of higher education. The public implicitly and politicians explicitly request
HEIs to perform evaluations (or any other kind of QA procedures) to provide sound evi-
dence of the presence or absence of quality in higher education.

In the QM and evaluation research community on the other hand, the limitations of
procedures that help to uncover the cause–effect relations between teaching and learning
were already an issue back in the 1990s and have led to alternative practices:

Measuring programme outcomes requires a great deal of rigour; it’s demanding. When pro-
gramme evaluators discovered how difficult it was, many abandoned the attempt and decided
to focus on process, which is generally more tractable. (…) Rather than assuming the difficult
tasks of improving the designs and developing better measures (…) programme evaluators
decided to focus on something else – process. (Smith 1994, 217)

In contrast to more rigorous quasi-experimental, e.g. RCT-based approaches to evaluation,
process-oriented QM practice places comparatively more emphasis on a (study) pro-
gramme’s causality of planning and implementation: What are the teachers’ assumptions
regarding the effectiveness of their teaching methodology? How can improvements be
made in the course of subsequent implementation cycles? These could be questions that
would be addressed under an approach to QA which is more formative and focused on
the programme’s implementation and continuous improvement. Methodologically and
epistemologically speaking, one could say that such an approach would follow the logic
of design-based research on teaching and learning processes, which consists of an iterative
cycle of programme design, implementation, reflection and improvement (Reimann 2011).

Relevant evidence can be gathered from different sources, such as student surveys, col-
legiate teaching inspections, university statistics, interviews, focus groups, etc., or, in short,
from data that follows a naturalistic evaluation paradigm in which social behaviour is
observed in its natural setting (e.g. a classroom) as it occurs (Guba and Lincoln 1981).

Quality assessment that follows this formof ‘implementation research’ contrasts with the
more control-oriented approach inwhich the qualitymanager’s function is to detect (and in
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many cases, sanction) deviations from whatever kind of quality standard is being applied.
The practice of higher education QA, however, seems largely to follow such a formative
approach, instead of trying to analyse teaching and learning in an RCT logic of causal ana-
lyses (Smith 1994). Generally, the aimof the formative kind ofQA is to ‘describe and analyse
the process of implemented programme activities – management, strategies, operations,
costs, interactions among clients and practitioners and so forth – so as to improve them’
(Chelimsky 1985, 2). The desired effect of formative QA or evaluation research is to stimu-
late (organizational) learning about development needs and potentials for further improve-
ment (Widmer 2000). This learning is stimulated during the implementation process itself,
since evaluation results are fed back into the process. This form of QA can hardly be utilized
for summative purposes (such as a retrospective assessment of the merit or worth of a pro-
gramme), since its application influences the implementation process itself. However, it can
be beneficial for QA and quality development purposes since it enables the researchers and
practitioners involved to detect undesired programme effects, whose impact can then be
minimized during the implementation process. Methodological requirements for robust
evaluation research can be relaxed in favour of such formative effects of an evaluation (Che-
limsky 1985, 2) in return for its function of stimulating teachers’ and students’ (and admin-
istrators’) self-reflection on the programme.

The role of the quality manager does, of course, change in such an approach to QM: he or
she is acting rather as a consultant to those who are involved in the teaching and learning
process and to those who are in charge of taking action whenever needed. This consultation
can address individual teachers (in order to support concrete teaching practice), teams of tea-
chers (in order to implement curricular reforms), and top-level managers (e.g. in order to
reflect the institution’s teaching practice and outcomes against itsmission statement). In par-
ticular, the latter perspective is of increasing relevance since universities are developingmore
andmore in the direction of self-regulating andmanagerially administered institutions under
the previouslymentioned new publicmanagement approach to university governance. There
is a growing body of literature on the reshaping of universities to become more formalized
corporate actors, which requires them tomanage themselves with clear organizational struc-
tures and evidence-based internal policies (Ramirez and Christensen 2013; Etzkowitz et al.
2000). Nevertheless, it is important to keep in mind that there are well-known dilemmas
which cannot be overcome easily (Larsen, Maassen, and Stensaker 2009).

In this context, there is also debate on what counts as evidence. What information is
needed, when ‘tough decisions’ – for instance concerning budget allocations – need to
be taken? And how robust do the evaluation results need to be in order to legitimize man-
agerial action? QA practice thus needs to strike a balance between different functions and
needs to align its procedures and instruments. However, the function of (internal) QA or
QM as a consultant to the central management level seems to be of growing importance,
irrespective of the function outlined above of contributing to improving particular teach-
ing and learning processes and study programmes.

With the changes of the functions that QA has within universities’ quality development
frameworks, greater importance attaches to the question of how quality managers perceive
their own role and the effectiveness of their approaches to QA. To what extent would
quality managers appreciate their own practice as conducive to the overall objective of
QA, namely, to contribute to actual quality improvements? These questions have been
addressed in this study and will be described in the following sections.

262 M. SEYFRIED AND P. POHLENZ



The aims of quality assurance and quality managers’ self-concept

What impactQAhas on qualitymanagers’ self-concept has not yet attracted the attention of
too many researchers. However, in the notion ofWhitchurch (2008), who describes quality
managers asmembers of an emerging ‘third space’ located between academia and lineman-
agement, questions concerning the perceived effectiveness of their work are already implied.
The present article draws on that picture and investigates quality managers’ self-concept –
not as a personal or psychological trait (in the sense of self-efficacy; Bandura 1977), but
rather as a broader concept that indicates the quality managers’ perception of the impact
of their work on QM’s ultimate goal, which is actual quality improvement.

Our earlier outline of different approaches to QA – ranging from quality control to con-
sulting decision makers – forms the background against which we address the question of
quality managers’ self-perception of the efficacy of their own QA. What impact do ‘their’
QA mechanisms actually have on teaching and learning practice, and what features and
outcomes of QA are helpful in innovating teaching and learning cultures? How can
quality managers best play significant roles as consultants to the university management?
To answer these questions, we consult data that sheds light on how quality managers con-
sider the role and the impact of QA mechanisms in their university (see below for infor-
mation on data and methods).

One of the main objects of quality managers’ self-perception is the effectiveness of their
actions within their university. The ‘locus of control’ is in this case external: the effects of
the QA approach are not – or at least, not necessarily or exclusively – attributed to the
person’s own competence or performance as a QA professional; rather, they are attributed
to the external conditions under which QA is implemented. These can be influenced by
the specific features of the university (e.g. university type, size, disciplinary culture,
etc.). Most importantly, the practice of QA varies according to the management decisions
which are not usually taken independently by the quality managers themselves but by top-
level management representatives: choosing a more centralized approach with a central
QA unit being in charge of university-wide procedures produces different effects – for
example on the teaching staff’s willingness or unwillingness to engage in QA – than
does a decentralized responsibility which is located for example at department level.
However, with a distanced view to their own day-to-day actions, we are interested in
the quality managers’ perception of their (or their university’s) management approach
and its effectiveness and impact. In the present study we thus examine different predictors
of quality managers’ perception of the effectiveness of their work, and we assume that
aspects like the support from higher management levels, the sense of belonging to a com-
munity of professional practitioners, and the like are conducive to such self-perception. In
contrast, aspects like external obligations (QA merely as a means of satisfying external
demands, e.g. accreditations) are expected to be detrimental to quality managers’ sense
of effectiveness with regard to their practice. In distinguishing these types of drivers, we
do neither claim that all factors located externally are necessarily expected to be negatively
correlated with quality managers’ self-perception of their own efficacy, nor that the totality
of internal factors are positively correlated. External factors (e.g. sanctions) can also be a
strong driver for the feeling of being capable of changing things in the university. In the
following sections, we outline the data which we had available for the research and report
on the methodology and outcomes.
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Data and methods

Our research follows a mixed-methods approach combining qualitative and quantitative
data. By doing so, we attempt to avoid the flaws which either of these research para-
digms usually has (Haverland and Yanow 2012; Mertens and Hesse-Biber 2013). But
implementing mixed-methods research does not only mean analysing qualitative and
quantitative data separately (Tashakkori and Teddlie 2003; Kelle 2006). In contrast, it
means that different data has to be collected and analysed in an integrated way. For
instance the design for a (standardized) survey which we performed has not only
been developed on the basis of theoretical considerations but also relies on qualitative
information derived from narrative interviews that had been conducted beforehand.
Hence, this article combines different types of data on the opinions and perceptions
of quality managers.

We use data from the above-mentioned nationwide survey which was conducted in
summer 2015 and was sent out to all HEIs where we were able to identify people in
charge of QM at central management level, excluding faculty/department staff involved
with QM. Thus, the questionnaire was sent out to all QM departments and their functional
equivalents in all HEIs in Germany which fulfilled the above-mentioned criterion. This is
the first-ever survey among quality managers in HEIs about the particular topic of the
effectiveness of QM. From our point of view, interviewing quality managers about their
perception of the QA mechanisms’ effectiveness is beneficial because most of the intervie-
wees have a scientific background and are thus able to provide a reasonable self-assess-
ment against the criteria outlined above of scientific rigour and potential impact on
quality development initiatives (change management).

The questionnaire covered the following topics: (1) general characteristics of the QM
department, (2) purpose of and tasks involved in QM, (3) effectiveness of QM, (4) QM
procedures and activities, (5) scepticism and resistance to QM, (6) capacities and profes-
sionalization in QM, (7) quality of study programmes and teaching, (8) biographical data
and institutional background. Altogether 294 of 639 identified quality managers
responded to our questionnaire, which equates to a participation rate of 46%.

Nevertheless, we controlled for the representativeness of our sample (see Table 1).
Almost all parameters presented in Table 1 show nearly the same frequency distribution
in our sample and the general university population. For the variables ‘type of HEI’
(University, University of Applied Science, School of Arts and Music), ‘funding body’
(State-funded, Church-funded; privately funded institutions were excluded from the
sample) and ‘gender’ (male, female) we see only marginal deviations. Hence, we con-
clude that the sample is representative. This is important for the generalizability of

Table 1. Sampling characteristics.
Sampling characteristics Population (in %) Sample (in %)

University 58.5 58.9
University of Applied Sciences 35.4 36.6
School of Art and Music 5.8 4.5
State-funded 97.7 97.8
Church-funded 2.3 2.2
Male 68.1 67.4
Female 31.9 32.6

Source: Own dataset.
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our results. Statistically significant results allow for the inference that the relations we
uncover in this article are also present in the population to which we refer.

Based on our theoretical considerations, we calculated an ordinary least squares (OLS)
regression model on the perceived overall effectiveness of QM at HEIs. This model
includes variables which measure internal reasons (e.g. support from HEI management)
and external reasons (e.g. Bologna process) for the establishment of QM. The former
imply a functional perspective; the latter are concerned with the legitimacy that is con-
ferred on universities if they follow the general expectation, namely that for today’s uni-
versities the existence of a QA department is required. In addition, we also include a
variable which measures the actual level of resistance to QM. All variables except actual
resistance to QM are Likert-scaled from 1 to 6. Low values indicate low levels of approval,
while higher values indicate higher levels of approval. The resistance to QM variable is a
dummy ranging from 0 (no resistance) to 1 (resistance). Our dependent variable measures
the QM managers’ perception of the general effectiveness of QM at the HEIs concerned,
again ranging from 1 to 6.

Results

If we consider quality managers to be change agents in a higher education system (Pohlenz
2010), we can assume that external circumstances and internal attitudes influence their
perceptions of the effectiveness of QM. Hence, the effectiveness of their work is not
only characterized by their individual efforts in their day-to-day business but also by exist-
ing rules, norms and the institutional environment. To analyse these two perspectives, we
calculate three different regression models (OLS). The first refers to the institutional
environment and the overall purpose of the QM. The second model refers to particular
individual functions and the third regression model combines both perspectives (see
Table 2). As mentioned above, our central dependent variable is the general effectiveness
of the institutions’ QM as perceived by QM managers.

Table 2. Regression model on determinants of overall effectiveness of QM in HEIs as perceived by
quality managers.

Parameter

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Coefficient SE† Coefficient SE† Coefficient SE†

Constant 4.89 1.10 2.42 1.07 1.44 1.46
Support from HEI higher management 0.36*** 0.13 0.43*** 0.16
Bologna process −0.15 0.14 −0.23 0.18
Integrating existing approaches −0.12 0.12 −0.25 0.15
European standards (ESG) 0.11 0.12 0.08 0.15
Preparation of accreditation −0.21** 0.09 −0.19* 0.11
Cooperation with other HEIs 0.42*** 0.12 0.51*** 0.15
Resistance 0.18 0.34
I consider possible sanctions −0.14 0.16 0.09 0.24
I seek support from HEI’s higher management 0.18 0.12 0.09 0.14
I focus on results of external procedures of QM 0.29*** 0.10
I promote the goals of QM among academics 0.43** 0.18 0.69*** 0.24
R 0.43 0.41 0.56
R-squared 0.18 0.17 0.31
R-squared-corrected 0.14 0.14 0.23
Number of cases 144 120 89

Source: Own dataset.
†Standard error; *p < 0.10; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01.
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The first regression model mainly addresses the reasons for the introduction of QM,
which can be either internal or external to the institution. Hence, the first model contains
items for both of these potential drivers (e.g. support fromHEI management or integrating
existing approaches as internal reasons, and the Bologna process and the ESG as external
reasons). In addition, there are variables, like preparation of accreditation and cooperation
with other HEIs, for which it is reasonable to assume that they could be inspired equally by
internal or by external processes and expectations. Finally, the model contains a control
variable for ‘resistance’ because we assume that it may make a difference in the perception
of the effectiveness of QM if instruments are developed independently or are prescribed
externally.

As can be seen from the data in Table 2, Model 1 reveals the results for the motives for
introducing QM at HEIs. The model exhibits an overall mediocre explanatory power (r =
0.43) and explains nearly 20% of the variance. However, the results of the regression are
very interesting. They show that variables like the Bologna Process, the integration of
existing approaches or the preparation of accreditation produce negative coefficients.
That means that if quality managers described these motives as being relevant to or deci-
sive for the introduction of QA, they also have the perception of a generally lower effec-
tiveness. Although only the coefficient for preparation of accreditation is significant, the
results reveal that adjustments to certain standards and certain processes may diminish
the effectiveness of QM as perceived by QM managers. Interestingly, the coefficient for
European standards for QA (ESG) is positively (but insignificantly) correlated with the
dependent variable. But even this result seems to be reasonable because standards need
to be given life and require particular institutional knowledge for their implementation.
This is one of the main mechanisms of ‘glocalization’ (Paradeise and Thoenig 2013),
which means that global trends and standards are adapted and aligned with local
demands, which may lead to institutional variance.

Furthermore, the coefficient for internal support from the university’s management
and cooperation with other HEIs are positively correlated and statistically significant.
Hence, if quality managers enjoy the support of the university management, this strongly
influences their perception of QM effectiveness. Additionally, cooperation with other uni-
versities reveals a significant positive effect. It indicates that certain concepts and ideas
may diffuse from institution to institution, while their implementation may vary
between those institutions.

Remarkably, the coefficient of actual resistance is insignificant but positively correlated,
which means that actual resistance correlates with higher levels of perceived effectiveness
of QM. This result could be interpreted to mean that resistance is not per se negatively
connoted. In contrast, it may actually help to get quality managers to develop an effective
QM or at least to perceive QM as an effective instrument, because it can improve due to
resistances and even overcome them. However, due to the fact that this particular coeffi-
cient is statistically insignificant, the results should not be overstated. Nevertheless, this
highlights that in terms of internal QM our understanding of universities’ organizational
set-up and institutional conflict lines is still very limited and requires further research.

The second model focuses on individual statements about how quality managers per-
ceive their own role in QM. In our model, we consider statements that refer to a particular
situation, namely, when quality managers are faced with resistance by teachers. Again, the
model produces a mediocre to low overall explanatory power (r = 0.41) and explains
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nearly 20% of the variance. What is very interesting is the coefficient referring to the sanc-
tioning power of QM. It assumes that stronger tendencies to sanction are negatively cor-
related with the overall individual perception of the effectiveness of QM. The more quality
managers consider possible sanctions, the lower is their perceived effectiveness of QM. All
remaining coefficients are positively correlated with perceived effectiveness, while only the
results of external QM procedures (e.g. external programme accreditation) and promotion
of goals produce significant results. These results reveal that quality managers also func-
tion as translators or communicators who feed the HEI system with relevant information
from external procedures or from internal goals. Consequently, this information flow is
positively correlated with the perceived effectiveness of QM.

In our final Model 3, we combine both perspectives, including external and internal
motives for QA. However, some adjustments needed to be made. Two variables had to
be excluded due to regression diagnostics. The variance of inflation (VIF) coefficient indi-
cated higher levels of multicollinearity. Therefore, we have excluded the resistance vari-
able. Additionally, the coefficient for ‘I focus on results of external procedures of QM’
has been excluded from the model. The remaining variables have a VIF value less than
1.7, which can be accepted as adequate for OLS modelling. To sum up, our final model
exhibits a medium explanatory power of r = 0.56 (or r-squared = 0.31). Our overall
model therefore yields nearly the same results as the single models presented previously.

Hence, the results show that, with regard to external motives, the support from the uni-
versity’s management and cooperation with other HEIs are very important for the general
perception of the effectiveness of QM.While the first is not surprising, the second possibly
indicates that, from a neo-institutional perspective (DiMaggio and Powell 1983), aspects
such as membership of professional groups and networks seem to be a relevant factor for
the quality managers’ perception of the effectiveness of their practice. In order to reduce
uncertainty, quality managers engage in networks and this can be seen as a reassurance of
the relevance and the appropriateness of existing practices.

In contrast to this, the ‘preparation of accreditation’ variable reveals a negative and sig-
nificant correlation with the perceived effectiveness of QM, which means that if quality
managers argue that one of the main and relevant reasons for the introduction of QM
was accreditation, this might lower the (perceived) effectiveness of QM. This seems to
be reasonable because accreditation does not emphasize curricular contents in detail or
the consistency and the coherency of QM approaches. Accreditation is rather a formal
procedure to meet certain standards but is not necessarily linked to the effectiveness of
QM. Moreover, on the individual level also the communicator role of quality managers
yields results that remain stable in the final regression model. Only the coefficient of sanc-
tions has reversed the direction and now reveals a positive effect on the overall perception
of the effectiveness of QM. Although this result could indicate that sanctions are positively
associated with perceived effectiveness, the coefficient is close to zero and statistically
insignificant and should thus not be overinterpreted.

Conclusions

Research on the impact of QA and QM in higher education and particularly on the quality
managers’ perceptions of QA and QM effectiveness in HEIs is still rather rare. The present
article presents results on perceived effectiveness ofQM in teaching and learning inGerman
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HEIs. The data is based on a nationwide survey among quality mangers conducted in 2015.
It represents the effectiveness of QM as perceived by quality managers as a combination of
several factors such as the Bologna process, the ESG (ENQA 2015) and certain QM-related
activities and motivations of quality managers and other HEI members.

The results reveal that on the institutional side three factors seem to be crucial. Firstly,
the support from HEIs’ higher management. Without the support of higher management
or HEI leadership, QM in teaching and learning is a ‘toothless tiger’. Most probably, in
such a case there would be only limited chances of competing and deliberating with
other actors within the institution. Unsurprisingly, the relevance of the support by
higher management levels is positively correlated with the perceived effectiveness of the
QM approach. Secondly, the relevance of the preparation of accreditation is negatively
correlated with perceived effectiveness, signalling that accreditation is a rather formal pro-
cedure and associated with lower levels of perceived effectiveness of QM. Thirdly,
cooperation with other HEIs exhibits a positive correlation with perceived effectiveness
and indicates that cooperation and networking between different universities is supportive
in this regard.

If we consider certainQM-related activities andmotivations of qualitymanagers, we can
see different results. Here, only two variables seem to be relevant. Firstly, the attitude
towards using the results of external QM procedures is positively correlated with the per-
ceived effectiveness of QM. There seems to be a contradiction with the preparation of the
accreditation variable, but this can be easily explained. While the accreditation variable
focuses on processes, themotivational variable emphasizes the results. Secondly, themobil-
ization of support of QM from academic staff is also positively correlated with perceived
effectiveness. This result is in line with research on organizational change and with research
on academic staff’s resistance to QM. It shows that stronger tendencies towards the pro-
motion of the goals of QM are associated with a higher perceived effectiveness of QM.

Discussing these results against a motivation theory background (e.g. Deci and Ryan
1985), it can be seen that autonomy (in the sense of independence from external
demands and the opportunity to act according to internally driven, strategic consider-
ations in the field of QA and quality development) and support from higher management
best promote a sense of effectiveness. In contrast, the feeling of merely executing manda-
tory procedures decreases the quality managers’ perception of an effective approach to
their assignment. Such perception of their own professional role is very much in line
with the way faculty perceive QA procedures in many cases: a bureaucratic burden and
illegitimate interference by distant management levels in academic affairs. And it is
very much in line with the self-perception of academic practice: the quest for truth, per-
formed both in self-regulating and independence on the one hand, and social integration
in professional (or academic) communities on the other hand.

If quality managers see themselves as being in a position not merely to execute admin-
istrative requirements but as part of an active network, and as a beneficial support to their
universities’ managements and academia, this would support the notion of the emerging
third space (Whitchurch 2008). In this sense quality managers act in an academic environ-
ment with the help of academic means (e.g. robust application of empirical research
methods in educational evaluation procedures) but without belonging to academia in
the narrow sense of the word.
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In turn one could say that – at least from the quality managers’ viewpoint – QA pro-
cedures can be usedmost beneficially when they are (a) embedded in a comprehensive strat-
egy with higher management and the QA unit working closely together, and (b) when they
are also accepted as both a valuable contribution to the particular HEI’s evidence-based
management agenda and as an indispensable part of the HEI’s research outputs.

Note

1. Throughout this article, we refer to qualitymanagement as a set of management practices and
routines implemented by universities in order to assure and/or develop higher education
quality (the operational level), whereas quality assurance, as the overarching concept,
refers to the goals, strategy and methodology of assuring and/or developing quality in
higher education.
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