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ABSTRACT 
Author : Lasha Macharashvili 
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May 2024 
 

Quality assurance of higher education has been a prominent topic in higher education policy within EHEA 
for last couple of decades, however the topic off quality assurance of research, within the national quality 
assurance mechanisms have gained little scholarly attention so far. Despite the absence of research-related 
criteria in the ESGs, many QA agencies within EHEA cover topic of research in some manner within their 
evaluation mechanisms. This study aspired to grasp the dynamic of how the QA agencies develop their 
approaches in regards to research quality assurance, via the exploration of three distinctive cases of countries, 
with vastly different approaches to higher education quality assurance at large: Finland, Italy and Georgia. 
Analytical framework was developed, that mixed the theoretical aspects new public management, policy 
convergence, path dependence and institutional logics, to analyze the phenomenon under the study. 
Document analysis was carried out, alongside to the interviews with the QA agency and relevant ministry 
representatives. The results of the study show the prevalence of contextual factors in each case as the key 
influences over the design of RQA measures, with each case experiencing significant path-dependent 
tendencies. Various institutional logics have been identified being at hand in each case, out of which the 
professional logic, alongside to the constant sense-making within the national contexts, was presented as the 
most potent points of explanation for the process of how the RQA measures are designed in each case. 
Furthermore, in contrast to the HE QA scholarship, the research was identified as the inseparable and natural 
part of HE QA measures within each case. The implications of the study have been discussed within field and 
theory and the suggestions for the future research have been promoted.  
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1. Introduction 

The following chapter introduces the main research topic, offering the background information and 

identifies the research gap, that the further sections of the research will be contributing to fill. 

Additionally, the research objectives and research questions are formulated. 

Background of the Study 

The development of pan-European standards for the quality assurance of higher education was part 

of the initial Bologna process agenda, being mentioned already in the Bologna declaration of 1999 

and the idea got further legitimacy and concrete shape within the Berlin Communique of 2003. The 

initial set of the Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education 

Area (ESG) was introduced in 2005. The ESG was renewed in 2015 and the ESG 2015 has been 

active ever-since.  

Together with the development of the ESGs, the European agencies like The European Quality 

Assurance Register for Higher Education (EQAR) and The European Association for Quality 

Assurance in Higher Education (ENQA) were created, armed with the distinctive features and aiming 

to further support the ESG agenda, the journey within which they themselves acquired certain degree 

of power (Jungblut et al. 2023). Already in 2005, Crozier et al. was outlining the importance of the 

QA policy convergence for achieving the goals voiced within the Berlin Communique. Going even 

further to macro-level regulations, Aelterman (2006), upon comparing the different international 

guidelines for the quality assurance agencies, outlined the tendency of high compatibility between 

them.  

Currently, 58 QA agencies from the EHEA countries are the members of ENQA (ENQA, n.d.). As 

the ENQA membership involves the assessment of the QA agencies against the ESG 2015, it could 

be assumed that the QA policies and the evaluation mechanisms within the countries where those 

agencies operate, are compliant to the ESG 2015.  

Taking into account the upper-mentioned, it is by no means surprising then, that the development of 

ESGs has been considered as the main reason for the relatively high level of convergence in the 

quality assurance policies within the EHEA (Stensaker et al. 2010; Jungblut et al. 2023). On the other 

hand, though, there has also been a clear indication both from within and outside of Europe, that the 

quality assurance policies, due to their very specific role in the higher education environments, do 

experience certain level of political pressure and are considerably influenced by the national power 

settings, while in some cases they are also applied as the means of justification for the changes 



initiated by the governments, (Westerheijden et al. 2014; Hou et al. 2020; Hauptman Komotar 2021; 

Jungblut et al. 2023).  

The complex nature of the convergence/divergence discussion about the QA policies, is well outlined 

by Kalpazidou Schmidt (2017), who upon indication of certain, albeit limited level of convergence 

within the QA policies of the three Nordic countries, also shows the presence of path-dependency 

and the influence of institutional history within each specific case. It is not surprising than that, Elken 

and Stensaker (2022), emphasize the importance of the further study of the convergence-divergence 

dichotomy within the EHEA and the factors influencing them.  

Minelli et al. (2006), when comparing the institutional research evaluation practices at two 

universities in Italy and Netherlands, emphasize the capacity of the evaluation related organizational 

changes to influence the organizational culture, thus showcasing a far higher organizational impact 

in Italian case, where the evaluation was relatively newer phenomenon. More importantly, Minelli et 

al. (2006), discuss the differences between the quality assurance of teaching and learning to that of 

the research, indicating the research to be more natural to the academic world, due to its ex-post 

nature as well as already existing culture of assessment in Research in the shape of peer-review.  

Research Gap 

Despite being the guiding principle of the QA policies within the EHEA, ESG 2015 does not contain 

the topic of research QA. To what extent is the research covered within the QA mechanisms of the 

EHEA countries, is complex and under-researched topic, yet some sources give more clarity about it. 

The EUA publications have been rather useful in this regard, focusing on the perspectives of the 

primary stakeholders of the higher education systems – the universities. Despite the QA not being the 

key concept in some of these documents, their scope and analysis give valuable insights that could 

then be generalized to the QA related issues too.  At first it is worth noticing, that the EUA gives 

much importance to the research assessment within its Research and innovation Agenda 2027, 

considering the development prospects at both micro and macro levels of the assessment. 

The association has been working with the issue of research assessment way earlier. With the EUA 

Roadmap on Research Assessment in the Transition to Open Science, developed back in 2018, the 

EUA pledged to support the development of research assessment processes in the higher education 

institutions adopting the complex approach, that included the close cooperation with the variety of 

stakeholders, including the HEIs as well as the national bodies and the possible consultancy role by 

the association. In briefing from 2019, EUA focused on the key definitions, challenges as well as the 

interested parties in regards to the research evaluation, emphasizing the importance of joint 



cooperation of various stakeholders, including the efforts from the research funders and the 

policymakers.  

The results of the 2019 EUA survey on the research assessment showed the relative limitedness of 

the methods and indicators utilized by the HEIs for the research evaluation. The survey also 

emphasized the high level of perceived autonomy in the research activities of the universities, yet 

also showcased the awareness of the external influences on the HEIs’ research activities. The given 

study also mentioned the quality assurance offices as one of the responsible bodies for the research 

evaluation at the institutions.  

According to the EUA (2023) survey, developed under the QA-Fit project and administered to 260 

universities from 41 countries within the EHEA, research was integrated within the external quality 

assurance mechanisms according to the vast majority of the respondents (53% indicating the large 

extent of research orientation and 35% indicating the integration to some degree), thus giving a 

surprisingly clear insight upon the level of research integration within the QA mechanisms in Europe. 

When it comes to the guidance over the research QA, according to the same survey, the internal QA 

mechanisms of more than 90% of the surveyed universities covered the quality assurance of research 

and the majority of the respondents indicated that the main provider of the guidance over the issues 

of the research QA was the national QA agency. Interestingly, when asked about the future prospects 

for the ESG development, 80% of the respondents also indicated their support to the idea of research 

component being integrated within the ESG to a certain extent. These findings are also comparable 

to those of Alzafari and Ursin (2019), who, exploring the foci of the QA mechanisms in various HEIs 

across Europe, emphasized that majority of the respondent HEIs had the measures implemented for 

the evaluation of their strategic research aspirations.  

The 2024 paper on the findings of the QA-Fit project, on the future perspective of the ESG, further 

outlines the ambiguity towards the research within the HE QA measures in Europe. While indicating 

to the large number of stakeholders supporting the indication of the research related issues within the 

next ESG, it is also emphasized that many of the agencies already have the RQA measures 

implemented within their evaluation mechanisms.  

The significance of the topic of quality assurance of research (RQA), especially considering the 

prominence of research evaluation reformist movements in Europe, is clearly outlined by the 

formation of the Working group on the Quality Assurance of research, by the ENQA in 2023, which 

strives to depict the current state of the quality assurance of research in EHEA member countries’ 

QA agencies (ENQA, n.d.). 



It is also worth noticing that in the contemporary movements towards the responsible metrics and 

research assessment, the quality assurance agencies are not generally mentioned as the key 

stakeholders, the best examples of such being: San Francisco Declaration on Research Assessment 

(DORA), Leiden manifesto and European Agreement on Reforming Research Assessment (CoARA). 

The reason for the QA agencies not being explicitly considered, is the focus of these documents 

towards the research funding-providers, similar to EUA Innovation agenda, addressed above. On the 

other hand, currently 11 ENQA member quality assurance agencies are listed as the signatories of the 

CoARA (CoARA, n.d.). This seems to be a rather clear indication, that the Research Assessment is 

something relevant and important for the QA agencies and the possible implications of such 

developments mentioned above, on the work of QA agencies, already represent the case for 

worthwhile future inquires.  

Closely connected to the research QA is the QA of doctoral education. It could be argued that one of 

the key developments, when it comes to the quality assurance of the research, from the doctoral 

education perspective, within the EHEA, is the development of Salzburg principles for doctoral 

education. Designed in 2005 to be practical recommendations for the continuous development of 

doctoral education in EHEA, rather than the QA standards, yet the rationale given in the principles 

could be well adapted to the many issues of research QA, especially the QA of doctoral education. 

The ten principles outlined some of the core factors for the support and further enhancement of 

doctoral education within the EHEA. Salzburg principles were further enriched and enhanced in 2010, 

with the Salzburg Recommendations, which was focused on overcoming the difficulties, still present 

within the doctoral education. The Salzburg recommendations, while reiterating and further 

enhancing fundamental principles from 2005 documents, was a key document from the perspective 

of quality assurance of research, as it clearly indicated the need for distinctive quality assurance 

mechanisms for the doctoral education.  

Cardoso et al. 2020, discuss the various country-cases of doctoral quality assurance in Europe and 

indicate to rather high level of differences from case to case, both from the perspective of the system 

design as well as the standards used and offer the classification for the systems according to their 

main focus, from the Accountability-Enhancement dichotomy, with some systems being 

characterized as Accountability oriented, others as the Enhancement oriented and few as being 

between the two. The given typology will be further considered below when discussing the sampling 

rationale for the given study.  

Despite the relative abundance of the publications on the issue of quality assurance in doctoral 

education as well as the distinct field of research evaluation, the quality assurance of the research 



itself, both from internal as well as the external perspectives, is rather neglected topic in the QA 

scholarship, a point also emphasized rather clearly by the few authors that do have publications on 

the issue, including Kajaste (2018) and Starkey et al. (2022). This, together with the fact that the ESG 

2015 does not encompass the research related issues, while many of the EHEA countries do still 

evaluate the research related topics in one way or another, within their evaluation frameworks, gives 

the topic of the integration of research, within the QA frameworks of the EHEA countries rather high 

scholarly importance.  

Research Objectives and Questions 

This study aspires to explore the dynamic of decision-making over the design of the Quality 

Assurance of Research, by the national QA agencies in different countries, with the focus on 

Contextual factors. While considering the institutional as well as the programme level evaluations, 

the later particularly in relation to the QA of Doctoral Education, the study puts main focus on the 

institutional evaluations and the dynamics of the evaluation of research related criteria within them. 

Analytical framework is formulated via mixing the several theoretical frameworks, in order to analyze 

the types of influences at hand and grasp the dynamics of the process of influence. Taking into account 

its overall goal the main research question of the study has been defined as follows:  

 How do the National QA Agencies design the evaluation processes and standards for the 

Quality Assurance of Research in Finland, Italy, and Georgia? 

The main research-question is broken down in the below sub-questions, for better gaining better 

understanding of the research topic: 

 How can the concept of quality assurance of research be understood? 

 What factors influence the design of the Quality Assurance of Research by the National QA 

agencies in the case-countries? 

Considering the lack of academic data concerning the Quality Assurance of Research, as well as the 

existence of research assessment mechanisms/research-related criteria within the assessment 

mechanisms, of many QA countries in Europe, seemingly without any solid regional standard, as it 

is in the case of general QA, the study aspires to fill the existing gap on the issue and to propose 

further academic discussions about the topics under the investigation.  

Theoretical/Analytical Framework and Methodology 

The study utilizes the analytical framework, combining the theoretical viewpoints of new-public 

management, path-dependence, policy convergence and institutional logics. These are 

intertwined within the study in order to get the coherent understanding of the influences over 



the research quality assurance mechanisms in three cases and grasp the dynamic of their 

development.  

The study uses qualitative research methods, applying the document analysis: involving the 

analysis of legislative and normative documentation, relevant reports and scholarly literature, 

together with the in-depth interviews with the stakeholders from the QA agencies in each 

country under the study, as well as the representatives of the relevant ministries.  

Structure of the study 

The thesis is composed of six chapters. After the current introduction chapter, comes the second, 

literature review chapter, which concisely reviews the state of the art of the scholarly knowledge 

on the main research topic. In the first section of the chapter, the quality assurance of higher 

education is discussed as a concept, from the beginning to current tendencies. In second section 

the external quality assurance is analyzed, in order to further elaborate the overall conceptual 

background of this study. In the third section, research assessment is briefly reviewed as the 

concept, closely connected to the research topic and in the final section the concept of research 

quality assurance is discussed in terms of the existent literature and operationalized as it is going 

to be used within the study.  

In the third chapter, the analytical framework is introduced, alongside to the thorough analysis 

of each theoretical concept that is used for building the framework. All of the theoretical concepts 

that compose the analytical framework, namely: New-Public management, path-dependence, 

policy convergence and institutional logics are reviewed independently and then the analytical 

framework is formulated via their combination. 

In the fourth chapter, the methodology of the study is elaborated, alongside to the sampling 

rationale. Rationales behind the research design as well as the research methods are discussed and 

data-collection and data-analysis methods are elaborated.  

The fifth chapter is concentrated on the presentation of the main findings as the case studies and 

their analysis in accordance to the analytical framework. Each country case is analyzed 

separately, starting with Finland, then Italy and finally Georgia. In the last section of the chapter 



three cases are compared, similarities and differences are discussed and cross-case analysis is 

offered. 

The sixth chapter offers the conclusion to the study. The results of the study are discussed in regards 

to the research question and sub-questions, main findings are listed and contribution to the research 

gap is analyzed and further theoretical, conceptual and practical implications of the study are 

elaborated. Finally, the limitations of the study are reviewed as well as the suggestions for further 

research are considered. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



2. Literature Review 

The given chapter discusses the existent studies about the higher education quality assurance in 

general, with the foci on the development of the main trends of HE QA scholarship and the 

background for the legitimacy of external QA measures. Additionally, the chapter reviews the 

scholarly basis and operationalizes the quality assurance of research, which is the central research 

topic of the study and differentiates it from the concept of research assessment.  

Quality Assurance in Higher Education 

Throughout the last several decades, quality assurance of higher education has become an 

omnipresent pattern in the field of higher education, with a large number of publications, dedicated 

academic journals and novel concepts about it being introduced over the years (Harvey and Newton 

2007; Elken and Stensaker 2018; Harvey 2018). While the quality movement rose to prominence in 

Europe within the last couple of decades, predominantly from the 1990s, it has been an integral part 

of higher education in the US since the 19th century, with the first agency being established in 1857 

(Huisman & Currie 2004; Phillips & Kinser, 2018). 

One of the key reasons for the rise of the Quality movements is the massification of higher education 

(Rosa & Amaral 2014). This has been evident in the case of US, which has become the first massified 

higher education system in the world and where the accreditation system has been the gatekeeper of 

federal funds for higher education since the 1940s (Gumport et al. 1997; Gaston 2013). This is also 

true for Europe, where the QA systems were mostly the part of the larger, New Public Management 

inspired reforms and also played an important role for the overall harmonization agenda of Bologna 

Process (Rosa & Amaral 2014; Harvey & Stensaker 2008; Agasisti et al. 2017).  

Along with the increase in its prominence as the topic in higher education, the understandings on the 

issue of quality assurance have also been changing and developing over the years. Harvey and Green 

(1993) have famously created the typology of the understandings about Quality, that contained quality 

as: Exception, Perfection, Fitness for Purpose, Value for Money and Transformation. Vroeijenstijn 

and Acherman (1990) juxtaposed accountability and development orientation of Quality Assurance 

measures as two ends of continuum, yet Harvey and Newman (2007), attempted to dismantle this 

dichotomy, while making more focus on transformative power of Quality. Taking into account these 

narratives, Harvey (2018), listed Accountability, Control, Compliance and Improvement as the four 

pillars of QA, that are present in the external QA measures.  

Along with the transformations in the understanding of the quality assurance, there has been a steady 

critical tendency towards it. While discussing the ritualistic aspects of quality assessment, Newton 



(2000), famously used the metaphor of “Feeding the beast”, while Krause (2012), called the Quality 

a wicked problem, a term referring to the highly contingent topics that are difficult to define and 

where different stakeholders may offer different understandings towards it (Rittel & Weber 1973). 

The criticism of the QA approach led to the development of other modalities in the scholarship, such 

as the Quality Culture, which encompasses both managerial and structural elements as well as the 

values, ownership and other psychological aspects of the universities (Ehlers 2009; Cardoso et al. 

2015). Another important concept developed throughout the recent years, is Quality Work, which is 

derived from broader institutional theory perspective and offers a pragmatic outlook on the quality-

related topics, with the focus on the diverse sets of activities by different actors within the institutions 

that maintains the quality as it is understood within the higher education institution (Elken and 

Stensaker 2018). While most of the novel theoretical developments in the field of quality assurance 

was mostly affecting the internal quality assurance, taking into account the current study, the next 

sub-section offers a more in-depth discussion on the issues of external quality assurance. 

External Quality Assurance 

As Schwartz and Westerheijden (2007), note, European higher education was directly regulated by 

the governments up to the 1970s and 80s, with the quality in higher education being assumed as an 

inherent part of the academia. The rise of the quality movement and quality regimes over Europe was 

directly involved with the New Public Management (NPM) style reforms in the western world, which 

led to what Neave (1998) refers as evaluative state (Marginson 2008; Enders and Westerheijden 

2014). Considering the NPM related issues, Huisman and Currie (2004) list the four main factors that 

influenced the global shift towards the accountability in higher education: 1. Changing relationships 

between the governments and universities; 2. Efficiency and Value for Money; 3. Internationalization 

of Higher education and globalization; 4. Information and communication technology developments. 

Schwartz and Westerheijden (2007), name the massification of higher education, together with the 

lack of flexibility of the old regulatory approaches and the general neo-liberal tendencies to de-

regulate as well as to limit the government spending, were some of the main reasons behind the 

introduction of QA mechanisms in European countries’ higher education systems.  

There is an inherent division within the paths of different European countries towards the QA 

systems, with the western European countries like the UK, France and Netherlands taking a lead and 

becoming the pioneers of the HE QA, introducing the first systems already in the 1980s, with the 

other European countries starting to catch up in the 1990s, and the Bologna process being a 

particularly strong influence on them in building the HE QA systems (Huisman and Currie 2004; 

Schwartz and Westerheijden 2007). For many central and eastern European countries, which started 



to democratize after the fall of the communist bloc, the adoption of QA measures in higher education 

became significant part of their systemic transformations, fueled with the increase in student-bodies 

and overall tendencies for more liberal approaches to the university-admissions, together with the 

softened governmental control over higher education (Schwartz and Westerheijden 2007). 

Within Bologna process, the Berlin ministerial of 2003 and subsequent communique was one of the 

most important influences over the external HE QA systems within Europe, as the communique 

required the national QA systems to possess for 2005:  

 A definition of the responsibilities of the bodies and institutions involved.  

 Evaluation of programmes or institutions, including internal assessment, external review, 

participation of students and the publication of results.  

 A system of accreditation, certification or comparable procedures.  

 International participation, co-operation and networking.  

Additionally, the Berlin communique obliged the ENQA to develop the standards and guidelines for 

HE QA, leading to the development of the Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the 

European Higher Education Area - ESG (2005), initially presented at the Bergen ministerial in 2005 

and which was subsequently renewed and replaced by the ESG 2015 on Yerevan Ministerial 

conference.  

Nowadays, there is a system for external quality assurance in almost all countries in Europe, which 

are mostly functioning under the QA agencies, who, despite certain levels of convergence, due to the 

decades of Bologna process, still vary in their shape and operations (Elken and Stensaker 2022), 

giving everlasting relevance to the writing of Huisman and Currie (2004), who quoted Marginson and 

Rhoades (2002, p-289), using the term “glonacal” for explaining how global, national and local 

tendencies influence the quality policies, giving them the unique shapes in each context. Stensaker 

and Harvey (2010), reflect upon the fluid nature and diverse dimensions of accountability within the 

various countries’ contexts and discuss the possibilities of common characteristics existing beyond 

the peculiarities associated with the national systems, indicating to the cases of countries, needing to 

be studied further due to the particular characteristics of their accountability systems.  

After discussing the ways how external quality assurance systems function, the next sub-section 

discusses the differences between the QA and research evaluation and aspires to conceptualize the 

quality assurance of research, which is the main concept within this study. 



Research Assessment  

When trying to conceptualize the quality assurance of research, it is important to mention the research 

evaluation and assessment and the studies in this field. In general, there is a large variety of the ways 

how research is evaluated as well as of the authorities that carry out these types of evaluation and the 

assessment of research contains importance for many different stakeholders, as it is a crucial factor 

for the prestige, professional growth and most importantly, the funding (Hicks 2012; Santos 2024;). 

Similar to the case of Quality Assurance of higher education, the systems for the research assessment 

(RA) have largely been the products of broader New Public Management reforms, with the goal for 

better allocation of public money to the research, and rose to prominence in the western world with 

the establishment of performance-based research funding initiatives similar to the Research 

Assessment Exercise (RAE) that was started in the UK in 1980s and was followed by the similar 

actions in many other countries (Hicks 2012; Marques et al. 2017; Adams et al. 2022).  

The rise of research assessment mechanisms greatly influenced the introduction of the research 

metrics, for the purpose of capturing the impact of research and which subsequently became an object 

of harsh criticism from academic communities, giving the rise to the responsible research evaluation 

reform movements (Aubert Bonn & Bouter, 2021). Giller (2023), in his extensive report for the Irish 

QQI, on the future developments in the QA, where he also discusses the directions for the 

development of QA in research, outlines the importance of considering the ongoing tendencies in 

regards to the research assessment reform, for the further planning of QA measures in research. It is 

important to note that, within this study, the terms research evaluation and research assessment are 

used interchangeably.  

Conceptualizing Quality Assurance of Research 

In the piece within the EUA’s expert voices platform, Tia Luokkola (2020) raises the importance of 

the research related issues within the Quality Assurance frameworks and calls for the higher level of 

visibility as well as more consistent approaches in this regard. Lee Harvey’s Analytic Quality 

Glossary (2004-2024), defines the quality management as “the process, supported by policies and 

systems, (…) to maintain and enhance the quality of education experienced by its students and of the 

research undertaken by its staff”. Ejigu Berhane (2023), defines quality assurance in research as a 

control and support within the process of knowledge creation, for assuring the reliable research 

outcomes. Regardless of the integral role of research given in this definition, the notion of quality 

assurance (and/or management/assessment) is not used in regards to research very often.  

There is only a limited number of studies accessible in the databases like Web of Science and Scopus, 

that deal with the topic and the wording given to the phenomenon under the study tends to differ from 



one case to the other e.g., “Quality management of research, development and innovation activities” 

(Kajaste 2018) or “Quality in scholarly knowledge production” (Starkey et al. 2022). Moreover, it is 

clear that the quality assurance literature in general, tends to focus on the educational side of higher 

education, often omitting the research related issues (Kajaste 2018; Starkey et al. 2022; Harvey and 

Williams 2010). The general tendencies of differences between the accountability in research and 

higher education is subsequently translated into the major differences in the academic scholarship on 

the two topics, with the issues regarding the research assessment/evaluation and quality assurance of 

higher education mostly being published within very different journals, with some of the examples 

of designated academic journals in research assessment being “Research Evaluation” and 

“Scientometrics”, and for the quality assurance “Quality in Higher Education” and “Quality 

Assurance in Education”. 

In a rather rare article about the research quality assurance in the accreditation context, Troncoso et 

al. (2024), write about the predominance of quantitative measures of the qualitative ones, within 

Chilean model of accreditation in regards to the research, giving overall picture of the patterns 

associated with the research evaluation being more dominant within the model, than the drive for 

quality assurance.  

The lack of literature makes the topic of Quality Assurance of research, an elusive one to grasp and 

prone to misconceptions. One of the many reasons for this, may be the possible differences between 

the perceptions of quality in education and research. There is a small stream of literature, particularly 

from the 1990s and early 2000s that, mostly with institutional studies, discuss the general tensions 

between the understandings of quality in teaching/education and research. Gibbs (1995), depicts the 

tension between the understandings of quality within research and education, and proposes to deal 

with the novel external pressures towards the quality of teaching, a thing far from priority for 

academics, via the adapting old academic ways of ‘research culture’ to the new reality. Gibbs’ (1995) 

judgements were heavily criticized by Johnston (1996), claiming that the perceived division between 

the research and teaching cultures to be unfounded and the inter-organizational problems, seemingly 

arising from polarization, to be the result of external influence. Drennan (2001), indicates towards 

the generally low profile of teaching as such within the incentive systems for the academics, compared 

to research, thus naturally nudging the academics to prioritize the research work.  

Having given the research background about the topic, it is important to note that the given study, 

does not aspire to study the Quality Assurance mechanisms as such, nor does it deal with concept of 

research assessment, even though both of them will be considered to a certain extent, to create a clear 

in regards to the research topic. The research in current study, focuses on the quality assurance of 



research, and in quest to explore this phenomenon, drawing upon the definition by Harvey (2004-

2024), given above, it is focused on either the independent evaluation mechanisms/processes and/or 

standards/criteria, within the national institutional/programme evaluation or QA audit frameworks, 

enacted by the QA agencies in regards to the research in higher education context.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



3. Theoretical and Analytical Framework 

In order to get the comprehensive answers to the research questions, the given study attempts to utilize 

the fusion of the diverse set of theoretical perspectives, with the purpose of constructing a steady 

analytical framework about the forces that influence the different modes and designs of research 

quality assurance by the quality assurance agencies under the study. Firstly, in order to grasp the ways 

how the institutional realities are produced and experienced in the countries studied and how/whether 

the institutional history matters, the institutional logics and Path-dependence perspectives are used, 

from the broader institutional theory scholarship. Additionally, to support and supplement the 

institutional logics perspective, whilst creating a better contextual background for the rise of QA 

agencies worldwide and their approaches to research, New Public Management (NPM) standpoint is 

considered. Finally, considering the influence of Bologna agenda on the cases under the lens and the 

drive for harmonization of HE systems within the EHEA, Policy convergence approach is also 

considered, in order to reflect upon the similarities between the systems under the study. Fusing the 

given theoretical perspectives, the analytical framework is constructed at the end of this chapter. 

Institutional Logics 

Alford and Friedland (1985), define institutional logics as the “set of practices - behaviors, 

institutional forms, ideologies - that have social functions and are defended by politically organized 

interests” (p-11), while Jackall (1988), focusing on the more normative aspects of the institutional 

logics, define it as “the way a particular social world works” (p-188). Alford and Friedland (1991) 

showcased the five main institutional logics of western world as: capitalist market, democracy, 

nuclear family, bureaucratic state and Christian religion, emphasizing the possibly contradictory 

nature of some of these logics. To navigate between these seemingly contradictory logics by the 

individuals and organizations within these institutional spheres, is thus one of the central tenets of the 

institutional logics’ perspective (Friedland and Alford 1991).  

Lepori (2016), discussing the institutional logics within the Higher education literature, compares it 

to the triangle of coordination by Clark (1983), due to the latter’s focus on the seemingly conflicting 

principles as well as the expectations from the society in regards to the field of higher education.  

Thornton and Ocasio (2008), outline the focus on the inter-institutional systems as one of the largest 

strengths of the institutional logics perspective and emphasizes the overall versatility of the approach 

enabling it to connect with the other organizational theories. This is well aligned to the assumption 

of Cai and Mountford (2022), who emphasize the need for the deeper understanding of institutional 

theory as such in order to enhance its analytical capacity of institutional logics approach, within the 



higher education studies. Well in line with the goal of this study, Baker (2022), outlines the 

characteristics of institutional logics perspective to not only address the relevant issues within the 

policy but also deeply consider the contextual factors within the specific environment.  

Thornton et al. (2012), enhanced the Friedland and Alford (1991) typology, offering the renewed 

ideal types of institutional logics at the societal level, that was constituted by: Family – Focusing on 

family ties and devotion and deriving from patriarchy; Community – Focusing on Common interests 

and mutual benefits, Religion – Focusing on faith and sacral connections, State – focusing on the 

civic principles, Democracy and Bureaucracy, Market – Focusing on Material interests and profit, 

Profession – Focusing on professional expertise and networks and Corporation – focusing on 

hierarchical systems, growth and managerial guidance.  

Cai and Mountford (2022), indicate that the institutional logics has only recently begun to be actively 

applied in higher education studies, yet its full capacity is yet to be explored. On the other hand, there 

are considerably less publications available that utilize institutional logics perspective in relation to 

HE QA and research evaluation. It is also noteworthy that majority of studies on institutional logics 

in higher education are concentrated on the studies of higher education institutions, while the studies 

on QA agencies are rare. The higher education studies have adopted the institutional logics to their 

field of research, leading to the development of variety of logics by the various scholars, with Cai and 

Mountford (2022) indicating 18 different types of logics from the HE literature and outlining the 

usage of same concepts under different terms.  

Due to this abundance of theory varieties in the HE studies, this study utilizes the 7 ideal logics 

approach, by Thornton et al. (2012). However, considering the diversity of contexts as well as the 

specificity of the organizations in the center of the study, namely the quality assurance agencies, the 

study does not limit the analysis through institutional logics perspective with the ideal types of 

Thornton et al. (2012), as Ocasio et al. (2017) outscores that those types need not be seen as the only 

ones and the diversification of the logics at hand in various contexts is seen as acceptable and 

desirable.  

Out of the few studies that included the foci on both quality assurance and institutional logics, none 

was identified that would deal with the institutional logics of Quality Assurance agencies as the main 

focus, rather, the authors like Zheng et al. (2017) and Zheng et al. (2018), mainly focus on the 

institutional logics of internal quality assurance. Pettersen (2015), despite focusing on internal QA, 

still enables to grasp a meta-perspective as his study of QA systems in Norway and Sweden, outlines 



how the qualitative differences in the focus of QA mechanisms lead to the enactment of different 

sorts of logics within the Universities that have to comply with those.  

Path-Dependence 

North (1990), eloquently describes the way path-dependence works, drawing example from the 

precedent-based legislative history and how the decisions throughout the history shape the legal 

framework. North (1990), then outlines that as the particular path is shaped, it cognitively influences 

the institutional actors, thus leading to the strengthening of the given path. The same process could 

very well be adapted to the institutional environment of higher education, as Marginson and Rhoades 

(2002), outline the importance of the historical paths and experiences for understanding the modern 

institutions, as the contemporary institutions in every country function based on the past legacies. 

This is why, Pierson (2000), emphasizes the capacity of path-dependence perspective to understand 

the political phenomena with the consideration of the past and historical experience. The historical 

concern of Path-dependence approach could be well connected to the judgement of Phillips (2014), 

who considers the analysis of historical background as an integral part of the research for better 

understanding the context within the comparative studies.   

According to Pierson (2000), the core idea of the path-dependence is tightly connected to the notion 

of the increasing returns, by which, the economists label the products that may lack the efficiency yet 

still persevere (Mahoney 2000). It is then assumed that the increasing returns over the time, makes 

the political environment more resistant to changes (Pierson 2000). Mahoney (2000) though, offers 

more diversified notion of path-dependence, assuming the existence of two diverse strains of path-

dependence sequences, with the one being the self-reinforcing sequences, where the idea of increasing 

returns is the key and another being reactive sequences, which sees the development of the path, as 

the chain of events, that in an essence are the reactions to the past events in the path.  

Despite its focus on history, path-dependence need not be simplified and seen in too static perspective 

and as every single country and society has history, it should not be simplistically assumed that 

everything is path-dependent (Mahoney 2000). Pierson (2000), writes that the timing of the events in 

the path-dependent environment is of crucial importance, as at the right time, relatively small things 

may have very big influence, while the bigger events, particularly if they happen at the later stages of 

path-development, may be far less impactful, as the order in which the key events take place is 

crucially important.  

The issue of timing is closely related to why the idea of critical junctures is of a central importance 

for the path dependence scholarship. In a broad understanding, the critical junctures are the events, 



preceded by the critical antecedents, the consequences of which contain high level of contingence 

and which, after they happen, significantly shape the path-dependent sequence, so much so that, it 

becomes increasingly complicated to go back to status quo (Mahoney 2000; Slater and Simmons 

2010).  

It is also noteworthy that at every stage of path development, there are choices that the institutional 

agents make, and which could possibly be offering diverse sets of consequences, yet it is there that 

the increasing returns may become safer shortcut that leads the actors to reinforce the particular path 

(North 1990; Pierson 2000). Mahoney (2000), when discussing the patterns for determining the truly 

path-dependent sequences, offers to analyze whether according to the critical antecedents the 

outcomes of the critical juncture would have been predictable and claims that it is only when the 

critical juncture brings the consequences that would have been completely different have the alternate 

choices been made, is the sequence truly path-dependent.  

While path-dependence perspective, due to its compatibility with the various explorations of 

institutional change, is quite widely utilized in the higher education studies, the literature on Quality 

assurance and more specifically, dealing with the external quality assurance issues, is relatively 

limited. In one of such studies, Kalpazidou Schmidt (2017), conducting a comparative analysis of QA 

systems in Scandinavian countries, points to the existence of path-dependent tendencies in all of the 

cases, which mostly have the normative character, yet also outlines that the Bologna agenda have in 

most cases been successfully adapted to each country case, with the consideration of the context. 

Bischof (2018), in his comparative analysis of QA systems in three post-soviet Countries: Russia, 

Moldova and Kazakhstan, emphasized the diverse levels of path-dependent tendencies, associated 

with the Soviet legacy, in each case, which were deeply connected to the more recent tendencies 

of broader HE governance and generally, political systems of each country. In the broader scope 

of the higher education studies Feeney and Horan (2016), study the development of European 

Qualifications Framework through the path-dependence perspective with the focus on critical 

antecedents and critical junctures. This is noteworthy as for example, none of the studies mentioned 

above mention critical junctures when it comes to the discussion of the path-dependent tendencies. 

Helgøy and Homme (2013), studying the similar topic to Feeney and Horan (2016), namely the 

development of EQF in the national settings via the comparative study of England, Germany and 

Norway, do indicate to the path-dependent tendencies as ‘older’ structures, yet do not mention any 

specific critical junctures to trace the path from. 



New Public Management in Higher Education 

Reflections upon the different types of logics being in process in regards to the quality assurance of 

research by the QA agencies, can be especially useful considering the influence of new public 

management (NPM) approaches on higher education, which has been seen as one of the dominant 

paradigms in the reforms within western higher education systems since the last decades of 20th 

century (Enders and Westerheijden 2014). Although it is difficult to define the NPM per-se, as its 

definitions and the shapes that its influences got, varies internationally, the overarching assumption 

of the NPM is that bringing the business-related mechanisms within the public sphere, leads to better 

public management (Politt 2007; Enders and Westerheijden 2014;). The NPM is also prone to highly 

focused on the performance and competition (Politt 2007). As Pekkola et al. (2021) reflect, the NPM 

stands for a fusion of market and state logics with its strife for more efficient public management.  

Marginson (2008), notes that from the NPM point of view, the higher education is a market of specific 

sort, functioning under the governmental regulation. NPM has famously been named as one of the 

main influences on the broad introduction of Quality Assurance mechanisms, as well as for the 

introduction of the measures for the performance-based research funding systems (PBRS), around 

Europe and beyond it (Bleiklie and Kogan 2007; Marginson 2008; Jarvis 2014; Broucker and De Wit 

2015; Agasisti et al. 2017). Despite having its roots within the efficiency-oriented ideology, Neave 

(1998), mentions that the NPM inspired QA regimes could also turn into bureaucratic burden, a point 

that has been claimed to be true by many later authors such as Newton (2000), who famously 

compared the QA to ‘Feeding the beast’. The given discussion may be an illustrious example of 

competing institutional logics at hand in the quality assurance of higher education.  

Policy Convergence 

Back in 1983, while discussing the similarities between the industrialized societies, Clark Kerr 

(1983), defined the term of convergence as the “tendency of societies to grow more alike” (p-3). The 

emergence of the phenomenon of policy convergence was influenced by the reflections on the 

increasingly similar ways that the industrial societies deal with their challenges (Bennet 1991). 

Holzinger and Knill (2005), discussing the reasons behind the policy convergence, emphasize the 

diversity of impetuses that may be driving the convergent processes, which vary in their levels of 

coercion and may be fueled by political (both local or international), market driven or legitimacy 

issues. Knill (2005), while comparing the policy convergence to other similar phenomena from the 

scholarship, like: policy diffusion, isomorphism and policy transfer, defines it as “any increase in the 

similarity between one or more characteristics of a certain policy across a given set of political 

jurisdictions” (p-768), and emphasizes the importance of understanding the convergence, as an 



outcome of the process of the policies gradually shifting over time and reaching a certain unifying 

principle.  

Policy convergence has been extensively used in regards to higher education, particularly on the topic 

of Bologna process, so much so that Witte (2008), when discussing the policy-convergence issues in 

regards to the Bologna process, calls the convergence to be “process’s leitmotiv” (p-82), yet the actual 

outcomes of the convergence process and their impact is a topic that needs continuous exploration 

(Vögtle 2014). Vögtle (2014), refers to quality assurance as one of the key fields of policy 

convergence in bologna process, yet reports relatively low level of convergence in QA, due to the 

fact that many European countries already had some sorts of QA mechanisms adopted before the 

Bologna process’ initiation.  

Cai (2023), explores the similar phenomena from the perspective of policy isomorphism, emphasizing 

the problems of policymaking in the national contexts within the global policy pressures. The concept 

of isomorphism in institutional theory is primarily based on Dimaggio and Powell’s (1983) work, 

who outlined the coercive, mimetic and normative processes within the institutional fields, making 

the organizations increasingly similar to each-other. Taking into account that the given study uses 

Institutional Logics and Path-dependence, that pertain to the broader institutionalist perspective, 

isomorphism could have been another theoretical viewpoint for the given study, instead of 

convergence. The choice of convergence is based on the relative abundance of convergence-related 

studies when it comes to national quality assurance systems and the impact of Bologna process.  

Exploring more global patterns of policy-convergence, Shin (2017), analyzes the patterns of 

convergence in regards to the HE QA in Korea and outlines the connections of the system to the 

American QA model, noting thus both convergent and path-dependent tendencies. Additionally, Shin 

(2017), points to the importance to understand and reflect upon the actual extant and depth of the 

adopted approaches, as in some cases, when convergence happens, the similarity may only be 

superficial, due to the legitimacy or some other reasons, a point emphasized by other researchers like 

Jarvis (2014).  

There are few articles analytical scopes of which, effectively unite most of the theoretical concepts 

utilized within this study. In one of the few exceptions, Enders and Westerheijden (2014), while 

discussing the NPM influenced QA reforms within the Netherlands, outline a remarkable case of 

path-dependance and policy convergence, as they indicate to how the adoption of Bologna inspired 

accreditation-centered Quality assurance model, on the basis of a functioning development-oriented 



QA system, have led to the subsequent decoupling and bureaucratization of the QA system in the 

country.  

The Analytical Framework 

As the topic of the study is vastly under-researched and there could not be found any ready-for-use 

analytical frameworks for exploring the topics of interests within this study, it was decided to 

formulate an analytical framework for the study that employs all of the theoretical concepts 

considered above and strives to form a firm analytical structure, fit for explaining the factors at work 

in the design of Quality Assurance mechanisms for research in the case-countries.  

The analytical framework of this study gives the central role to New Public management as the main 

driver of the “evaluative-state” type of reforms all over the world (Enders and Westerheijden 2014; 

Agasisti et al. 2017;) and assumes it to be in the background of all country-cases under-research. 

While considering the NPM as major, albeit passive influence, largely shaping the overall institutional 

settings where the external quality assurance of higher education functions, the study then continues 

on considering the path-dependence and policy convergence perspectives, as they tend to be in 

constant intersection and their theoretical combination offers important insights into the ways how 

quality assurance systems in different countries are influenced by meta-level developments globally 

and how the existing institutional history and experiences persevere and cohabitate with the 

convergent tendencies, influenced by the new global developments (Enders and Westerheijden 2014; 

Vögtle 2014; Pettersen 2015; Shin 2017;). These perspectives are seen as pivotal for the analysis of 

main factors at hand over the research quality assurance mechanisms within the three cases.  

The final important theoretical consideration of the study is that the institutional logics perspective is 

capable of offering a firm theoretical approach on the patterns of decision-making within the 

institutional settings (Thornton and Ocasio, 2008; Hathaway and Askvik, 2020; Hathaway 2021). By 

this consideration, the study aspires to explore how the institutional logics influence the decisions 

upon the designs of RQA mechanisms, in the institutional environment, where the decisionmakers 

are embedded within the contexts, dominated by path-dependent and convergent processes, upon 

which the NPM also holds a large influence due to the inherent contradictory institutional logics of 

NPM itself. The interrelations in regards to the theoretical concepts included in the framework is 

elucidated on the table 1. 

 

 



Table 1  

Rationale of Concept Inclusion within the Theoretical framework.  

Theoretical Concept Rationale of Inclusion within Framework 

New Public Management Provision of theoretical background for quality 

regimes 

Path-Dependence Exploration of deep contextual and history 

related influences on RQA 

Policy Convergence Exploration of global influences, causing the 

compliance and similarity of RQA measures 

Institutional Logics Exploring the rationale behind the decision-

making on the RQA measures, while 

considering the both path-dependent and 

convergent processes 

 

 The study assumes the prevalence of professional, market or state (bureaucratic) logics at hand, when 

shaping the RQA mechanisms in the QA agencies. Figure 1. Shows the visualization of the analytical 

framework.  

Figure 1.  

Structure of Analytical Framework 

 

 



4. Design, Methods and Data 

The given chapter introduces the study design, methodology, research methods and details of the data 

analysis, that is carried out within the framework of this study. Furthermore, the rationale for 

sampling and the case-formulation are discussed. 

Study Design and Methodology 

This study employs qualitative methodology, using document analysis and in-depth interviews as the 

primary research methods for exploring the answers to its research questions and uses the multiple 

case-study method under the comparative design, with the focus on in-depth exploration of the 

context-based cases, for revealing the factors influencing the designs of RQA mechanisms in the 

countries under the study.  

The basic ontological assumption of the qualitative inquiry is the subjective nature of reality 

(Creswell & Poth 2017), that derives from social-constructivist perspective about the essence of 

knowledge (Creswell and Creswell 2018). As Lincoln and Guba (1985) indicate in their illustrations 

of constructed realities, the theories themselves are the typical example of constructed reality. The 

policies can also be presented as the products of social construction and according to Ingram et al. 

(2007), social constructions have significant impact on policy designs.   

When describing the main goals of the Comparative analysis in Education studies, Phillips (2014) 

mentions describing “what might be the consequences of certain courses of action, by looking at 

experience in various countries” (p-17). This explanation is well in line with the goal of the given 

study, as it is also designed as the comparative case-study, in which each of the countries are 

considered as the separate cases. Rust et al. (1999), indicate that due to the vastness of methodologies 

utilized within the comparative education studies, there are no individual research methods that could 

be associated only with the comparative studies, a point, also shared by Phillips (2014). 

Selection and Definition of Cases 

The main argument behind the selection of the design of the given study is that, the collective case-

studies, aim at showcasing different and sometimes opposing perspectives, which bear significantly 

higher analytical value than the individual case studies (Creswell 2014; Yin 2014). Gustafsson (2017), 

also includes comparatively higher level of reliability within the multiple case-studies than within the 

single-case studies. Petersohn et al. (2020), utilize the similar methodology while comparing the 

research evaluation standards in Italy, UK and the Netherlands.  



The sampling and selection of the countries for the study is done by the diverse case method, which 

aspires to select the cases that represent maximum diversity within the field (Seawright and Gerring 

2008). The selection is based on two considerations: 

Firstly, each of the cases i.e., QA systems and governance structures, are structurally different, 

namely in Italy’s case the national agency possesses a unique shape as it is in charge of both HE QA 

and RE, thus it carries out Institutional and programmatic evaluations alongside to the national 

research assessment exercise (Turri 2014). In Finland’s case the main evaluation mechanism are the 

audits of internal QA measures of the HEIs, while separate entity is in charge of research evaluation 

(Huusko & Pyykkö 2022); While in Georgian case, the agency carries out institutional and 

programme level evaluations, within the system that does not possess the modern and consistent 

research evaluation mechanism (Tabatadze & Chachkhiani 2022).  

Secondly, Cardoso et al. (2020), offer the typology of the European countries’ QA approaches in the 

doctoral education in three groups: Accountability driven, Balancing accountability and enhancement 

and Enhancement driven and within the three groups of typologies, the authors place Italy within 

accountability driven, while Finland is located within the enhancement driven model. Although not 

directly focused on the research assessment, as mentioned above, with the tight links of the doctoral 

education to the research, the given classification gives an opportunity to structurally differentiate 

between the different QA systems of EHEA countries for the purposes of this study and select the 

cases from the different groups of countries, which goes well in line with the aims of comparative 

case-studies, as it is explained above. Despite Georgia not being part of the typology, the rationale 

behind its selection is that, it represents a 1. distinctive case of a QA mechanisms with very high level 

of detail in the requirements; 2. the non-EU country, with a high level of Europeanization and high 

level of legitimacy at European level; 3. A case of a HE system without a distinctive research 

evaluation mechanism, making the QA mechanism increasingly important for the system from the 

research perspective (Tabatadze & Chachkhiani 2022; Macharashvili & Gogadze 2023).  

It is also worth mentioning that the peculiarity of Italian case, due to the ANVUR being in charge of 

both HE QA and RA, focuses more attention of this study to the RA within the Italian case, and is 

considered through the analysis of the case, while the factor of RA is not considered in other two 

cases. However, it is also important to note that the topic of RA in Italian case is only considered 

through the organizational point of view, namely to explore the rationale of mixing the two functions 

in one agency, while the methodological aspects of the RA, as performed by the ANVUR, is beyond 

the focus of the study. 



As Yin (2014) writes, it is important to clearly define the case and find the exact boundaries. In the 

case of the given study, it is of added complexity as the cases are reflected in the shape of the 

countries. Table 2 shows the structure of each country-case as it is investigated within this study.   

Table 2 

The Structure of Cases. 

Structural Elements of Cases Sources of data 

Quality Assurance legislation for higher 

education  

Laws; By-laws; Charters for QA mechanisms; 

Evaluation Standards. 

Quality Assurance history for higher education  Relevant Articles; Books; Websites; Reports. 

People involved within the QA systems.  Representatives of QA agencies and the 

relevant Ministries  

Considering the set-up of the cases, the study will employ the document analysis as the main method 

for exploring the first two structural elements of the cases. As Bowen (2009) suggests, document 

analysis allows the researchers to not only grasp the current state of a topic, but also to reflect on its 

historical evolution. Additionally, this approach is also deemed beneficial in cross-cultural research, 

as by analyzing documents from various countries, unique experiences can potentially be explored in 

seemingly distant environments (Bowen, 2009, Morgan, 2022). This latter assumption makes the 

document-analysis optimal research method for the given study, focusing on three different countries. 

For grasping the last structural element, the study additionally includes the in-depth interviews with 

the representatives of quality assurance agencies and the relevant ministries from each country under 

the study. As Creswell and Poth (2017) outline, the in-depth interviews are the optimal measures for 

grasping the perception of the topic from the personal viewpoint of the respondent. Within this study, 

the key stakeholders from each case country are selected to explore their perceptions and viewpoints 

about the research topic. The respondents were selected for the interviews via the purposeful sampling 

and snowball approaches. The detailed information on the selection of the respondents for each case 

is given on table 3. 

 

 

 



Table 3 

Information on the respondents of the Interviews 

 Finland Italy Georgia 

QA Agency 1 respondent (Higher 

Education 

Evaluations) 

2 respondents (Higher 

Education 

Evaluations; 

Research Evaluation). 

1 respondent (Higher 

Education QA) 

Ministry 1 respondent 

(Ministry of 

education and culture) 

1 respondent 

(Ministry of 

universities and 

research) 

1 respondent 

(Ministry of 

Education and 

Science) 

Data Analysis 

When it comes to the data-analysis, the study employs the strategy of reliance on theoretical 

propositions, as this approach considers the theoretical considerations of the study already as the 

major influence on the design and conduct of research (Yin 2014). Along with this strategy, the study 

also utilizes the explanation-building technique within the analysis process. As Yin (2014) mentions, 

this technique may have the causal implications and has been chosen within the given study in order 

to explore the influences on the design of research QA mechanisms in the studied cases.  

For the analysis of interview data, the content of the interviews is transcribed verbatim and analytical 

coding approach is utilized, via the ATLAS TI software. As Merriam (2015) writes, the analytical 

coding entails the critical examination of the data, instead of merely describing it. As the codes are 

subsequently turned into categories, the structuration and further analysis of the data is primarily 

based on the theoretical propositions, as mentioned above. Within the transcripts of each interview, 

narratives connected to theoretical viewpoints have been coded first. Subsequently, the given codes 

were united within the broader theoretical categories. To provide an example, the narratives 

pertaining to the institutional history, traditions etc. were first coded as such and were subsequently 

united under the path-dependence umbrella.  

The design of the study, where multiple cases are under the lens, affects the structure of data 

analysis. The sequencing of data is done according to Merriam (2015), with the individual-case 

study information being presented about each country under the study, followed by the cross-



case analysis, that compares and creates relatively more general explanations and narratives, 

leading to the conclusions. 

Validity and Reliability 

The considerations of validity and reliability of the research in the given study, is based on the 

writings of Merriam (2015) and Creswell and Poth (2017). The internal validity and reliability of 

the results of the study, is assured via triangulation and reflexivity. The triangulation in this case 

is achieved via application of multiple data sources and the methods for data collection, as the 

document analysis, composed of the legislative and normative documents, as well as the reports 

and scholarly publications, are mixed with the data from the interviews with the stakeholders 

from each case-country, that provides the first-hand, personal accounts in regards to the RQA 

measures. Due to the experience of work in the field and existence of certain professional biases, 

self-reflection in regards to the personal bias is applied by the author of the study, yet this is also 

seen as part of the limitations of the study. 

When it comes to external validity, as Merriam (2015) notes, the nature of qualitative research is 

inherently ungeneralizable, yet it can have certain level of transferability i.e., it can be useful in 

other circumstances. The external validity is thus assured via the thick description of the case-

data and the variations in the selection of cases.  

Ethical Considerations 

As Merriam (2015), notes, the validity and reliability are closely connected to the ethics of the 

study. Firstly, the goal of the study is shared with the participants, in order to make sure the 

participants are informed about the aspirations of research. Additionally, as the interviews are 

recorded, the respondents are informed about it and their consent is acquired from them before 

each interview, with the audio-data being subsequently destroyed. Finally, the confidentiality of 

the respondents is assured.  

 

 

 



5. Findings – Case Studies 

In this chapter, the detailed information is given concerning each case under the study, thus dividing 

it into three large sub-sections. In each case, firstly the background information is offered, explaining 

the legislative and normative status-quo of the research topic within each country, which is followed 

by the analysis part of each case. In the end, section is given for comparing the three cases, outlining 

the similarities and differences from case to case.  

Case 1 – Finland 

Background and Context 

The Regulation of Higher Education in Finland – Historical Perspective 

The regulating history of Finnish higher education can be traced from the 1960s, when in 1967, 

the higher education development law was introduced, which offered some quantitative 

measures towards the HEIs, as during this period Finnish higher education system started to 

experience massification (Saarinen 2005; Välimaa 2004; Ala-Vähälä & Saarinen 2013; Huusko & 

Pyykkö 2022). Along with the regulation of higher education, the 1970s and 1980s brought the 

first evaluations of research in Finland, led by the Academy of Finland (Välimaa 2004; Ala-

Vähälä, Saarinen 2013). Novel needs of the system became apparent in the 1980s and during these 

times, the concept of quality started to appear more actively in the legislation, and in 1986, the 

new higher education development law was introduced, which also offered increased funds for 

the universities as the counter-measure for the increased accountability, emphasizing the 

efficiency and performance (Saarinen 2005). The Finnish experience of increasing accountability 

with the performance-based indicators, is often portrayed as an exception in the literature, as 

unlike many countries, which started to implement the performance-based funding systems at 

the times of the economic recession, Finland did it while its economy was still growing, yet the 

Finnish economy too started its recession shortly in the beginning of the 1990s, when the first 

institutional evaluations started to take place (Ala-Vähälä and Saarinen 2013; Overberg et. Al. 

2020).   

In the 1990s, the Management by results (MbR) has become commonplace in Finland, and the 

evaluation of higher education also started to gain momentum, with the government launching 

the pilot evaluation projects in the Universities of Jyväskylä and Oulu, and the list of other 



institutional evaluations taking place elsewhere, along with the evaluations of the fields of studies 

also happening in Humanities and Natural sciences (Saarinen 2005; Välimaa 2004; Ala-Vähälä & 

Saarinen 2013; Huusko and Pyykkö 2022).   

In 1995, the Finnish Higher Education Evaluation Council (FINHEEC) was established, an 

independent quality assurance agency under the ministry of education and science. According to 

Välimaa (2004), the creation of FINHEEC increased the professionalization of evaluation in 

Finland and also led to the higher level of standardization of evaluation approach. Additionally, 

this also contributed to setting up a clear status quo for the responsibilities in evaluation within 

the system, with the Academy of Finland being in charge of Research and FINHEEC in charge of 

higher education (Numminen 2020, as cited in: Huusko and Pyykkö 2022). It is also important 

that the Universities’ act of 1997 included the obligation for the Universities to evaluate their 

activities, participate in the external evaluation and publish their evaluations (Law 645/1997). 

The internal and external evaluations were obligatory for the Universities of Applied Science 

already since 1995 (Law 255/1995). 

Finland was one of the original countries to sign the Bologna declaration in 1999. The joining of 

Bologna process understandably influenced the evaluation mechanisms in the country and 

according to Saarinen (2005), the European Agenda on QA, that implied more standardized 

approaches, was not always embraced with much enthusiasm in Finland, due to already existent 

approaches to evaluation, which were more focused on the internal evaluations of the 

Universities, showed more openness to the institutional diversities and more trust was assumed.  

A good example of how Finnish QA system retained its individualism, amidst the convergent 

processes with Bologna is that the concept of Accreditation, rather popular one throughout 

Europe, was never popular in Finland and has never been formally introduced (Saarinen 2005; 

Välimaa 2004). Instead, auditing has been the approach adopted by the FINHEEC, that has been 

taking place since the late 1990 (Huusko and Pyykkö 2022). The main idea behind the audit is to 

evaluate not the actual results and outcomes of the universities but rather the quality assurance 

systems (Ala-Vähälä and Saarinen 2013; Huusko & Pyykkö 2022). The approaches and procedures 

carried out by the FINHEEC are analyzed in more detail within the subsequent sub-sections.   



FINHEEC (FINEEC since 2014) 

Together with the above-mentioned context related factors that existed prior to the FINHEEC’s 

establishment, list of other, mostly external factors, such as the general international tendency to 

create similar agencies in many other countries and the will to collaborate with EU in regards to 

the higher education evaluation, as well as the internal willingness of government to unify the 

evaluation approaches, influenced the formation of the agency (Huusko and Pyykkö 2022). The 

governmental decree on FINHEEC included amongst the other functions: aiding the ministry and 

the HEIs in evaluation related issues; organizing wide range of evaluation activities in the HEIs 

and supporting the development of the HEIs (Law 1320/1995).  

The first wave of evaluations, led by the FINHEEC took place in 1997, with the consideration of 

the values that were cherished within the Finnish higher education, namely the institutional 

autonomy and trust (Huusko and Pyykkö 2022). These values are inherently related to the notion 

of enhancement-led evaluation, used by the FINHEEC since the early 2000s. Well connected to 

the above-mentioned, it is also important to note that despite the responsibilities assigned to the 

FINHEEC by the state as well as the legal obligations for the evaluation for the HEIs, the creation 

of the QA agency did not lead to the immediate standardization of  the modes of evaluation, 

instead, with an exception of some specific types of processes as the assessment of specialization 

at the institutions or the license related evaluations of UAS, the evaluations were largely 

qualitative and designed against the specific characteristics of individual cases (Huusko & Pyykkö 

2022). 

The status-quo of the evaluations changed since 2004, when the working group on HE QA under 

the Ministry, recommended the creation of audit system within the country, as a Finnish 

alternative to the accreditation, in order to systematize the approach to evaluation and bring the 

HE QA of Finland in compliance with the requirements of Berlin communique (Ministry of 

Education and Culture 2004; Huusko and Pyykkö 2022). It is also important that the same 

working group also included the clear reference to the enhancement-oriented evaluation by the 

FINHEEC, an approach that has become increasingly associated with the Finnish way of quality 

assurance (Ministry of Education and Culture 2004; Huusko & Pyykkö 2022). Following these 



developments, the FINHEEC conducted three waves of institutional audits in Finnish HEIs, the 

first wave being 2005-2011, second wave 2011-2017 and the third wave, being currently in 

operation: 2018-2024 (Talvinen 2012; Nordblad et al. 2018; FINEEC 2018). In 2014, FINHEEC 

merged with Finnish Education Evaluation Council and the National Board of Education’s Unit 

for Evaluation of Learning Outcomes, forming Finnish Education Evaluation Center – FINEEC 

(ENQA 2022).  

Referring to the developmental nature of Finnish audits, it is important to mention that, unlike 

the external QA measures in many other countries, the institutional audit system in Finland does 

not have major legislative consequences for the evaluated institutions, ending in granting the 

quality certificate for the successful ones, while in case of the failure, no punitive measures are 

enacted and the HEI is only obliged to undergo the re-evaluation by the FINEEC (Overberg et al. 

2020).  

Quality Assurance of Research by FINEEC 

Considering the conceptualization of the Quality Assurance of Research within this study, these 

topics in Finnish context are mainly discussed within the research related evaluation criteria and 

activities within FINEEC’s auditing model. Since its first wave of audits of institutional QA 

systems, that started to take place from 2005, FINHEEC had the research related criteria included 

in its evaluation mechanism. For the evaluation years 2005-2007, the evaluation criterion III, 

named “comprehensiveness of QA” was divided into five subsections, which, together with 

degree education, societal impact, support services and staff development, also involved 

“Research/RD”. According to the criteria, the indicator of highest achievement in this regard was 

comprehensive coverage of al Research related topics within the QA measures of the HEIs.  

The evaluation guidelines for 2008-2011 also included research related criteria, yet there was 

slightly less focus on it. Still being placed under the criterion “The comprehensiveness and 

efficiency of QA procedures and structures related to the HEI’s basic mission” (FINHEEC 2007, 

p-30), the achievements in regards to the research QA, was placed in the general indicator about 

the QA system covering all the five key elements that were listed in the previous paragraph.   



The evaluation guidelines for 2011-2017 contains research under the evaluation area 4, “Quality 

Management of the higher education institutions”. The achievements in this regard are similar to 

the previous evaluation model, accentuating: “systematic and well-established quality 

management procedures that provide excellent support for the development of the operations” 

(pp-28). The essence of these requirements stayed unchanged in the 2015 edition of newly 

reformed FINEEC, in its new guidelines for the evaluation years of 2015-2017. However, 

important changes occurred in this regard in the renewed manual for audit for the years 2018-

2024. The positioning of research QA within the FINEEC’s latest evaluation model is discussed 

in the next sub-section.  

Having carried out tens of evaluations using the criteria given above, the FINEEC, has produced 

comprehensive reports, thematic analyses concerning the phases of audit over the years, that 

include detailed analysis of the evaluation areas based on the audit reports in each cycle. FINEEC 

report by Talvinen (2012), covers the 49 audit reports within the years 2005-2012, while the 

report by Nordblad et al. (2018), analyzes the evaluation outcomes of 40 HEIs within the years 

2012-2018. Each of the reports contain the chapters concerning the evaluation areas related to 

research and innovation, thus offering a valuable insight within the FINEEC’s work in this regard. 

The report by Talvinen (2012), mostly focuses on theoretical judgements on the research QA, yet 

it also lists some of the achievements by the HEIs in regards to the research related QA areas, the 

examples being the provision of support in attaining the research grants, in project planning and 

management, as well as other similar activities. Additionally, the PDCA cycle is mentioned in 

relation to research and the key indicators in this regard are listed as: quantity of scholarly 

publications, external funding and external mobility of the staff. The report also indicates to the 

existence of specialized councils and working groups, working on the enhancement of research 

quality in the HEIs, as well as the recognition by HEI of excellence in Research. Nevertheless, in 

what is arguably the most important insight in regards to the research QA in this report, is, based 

on the audit reports, the call for more interdisciplinary cooperation within the HEIs and on the 

role of research QA in relation to research evaluation. The latter is analyzed in relation to the 

performance-based funding, which makes excellent performance in research a vital part of 



universities life and in which, the support and monitoring of research quality is presented as 

possessing an utmost importance.  

The 2018 report by Nordblad et al., give a bit clearer focus on the status-quo of research QA 

within the audits of 2012-2018. The general implication of the report is that there was a work 

going on about research QA in the HEIs and the developing level of this activities was most 

commonly observed. For explaining the details of existing status quo in Universities and 

Universities of applied sciences, some of the following examples are given: sound policies of 

research QA, existence of various councils and boards, supporting the research work, relevant 

digital platforms for storing the research related data, internal research evaluation activities and 

work on connecting the research with teaching. The report also included some challenges and 

recommendations for further improvement of research QA in HEIs, few of them being: the 

ongoing work on the qualitative and multidisciplinary indicators for the R&D activities, the 

overall emphasis on the funding indicators, used by the ministry and well connected to that, the 

suggestion to proactively use the results of the internal research assessment, for further 

development. The report also covered the research QA related issues of UAS, with the similar 

indicators being used to describe the results of the evaluations, but overall impression showing 

more developmental needs, than the case of Universities.    

FINEEC’s requirements towards research QA for 2019-2024  

FINEEC’s institutional audits are currently guided by the audit guidelines for the evaluation years 

2019-2024 and below judgements are based on the given document (further cited as FINEEC 

2019). There are four areas of evaluation in the audit and research related topics are concentrated 

within the area II. The given area calls for the impact and renewal by the HEI and the overall 

requirements are as given below:  

(HEI) assesses the procedures used to manage and improve societal engagement, strengthen the 

impact of the HEI’s research, development and innovation as well as artistic activities, and support 

an innovative organisational culture. (Audit Manual for Higher Education Institutions 2019-2024, p-

13).  



While the component 2.1. is concerned with the societal impact, the component 2.2. is directly 

focused on the research, development and innovation activities and their impact. The 

requirements of the component could be divided into two: the impact of the research and the 

research activities themselves. As expected, in regards to the impact the requirements focus on 

the societal engagement and change, deriving from the research and innovation activities. 

Moreover, the requirements also involve the need for setting the impact targets as well as 

gathering data about the research and innovation activities.  

The second part of the requirements, are especially important to the interests of this study as they 

require that “The HEI has systematic procedures for ensuring the responsible conduct of research. 

The HEI enhances open science” (FINEEC 2018, p-13). The emphasis on the responsible conduct 

of research creates associations with the responsible research assessment, something, not always 

associated with the QA agencies.  

The third and final part of the evaluation area II, is focused on the organizational culture. Here, 

despite no direct focus on the research activities, the entire component is emphasizing the role 

of innovation-friendly environment for thriving of research and creativity and asks for the 

formalization of the wide involvement of stakeholders as staff and students for more 

representation in the creative work. 

Analysis of the Findings 

Quality Assurance of Research as a concept 

The Finnish respondents mentioned the dichotomy of quality assurance and evaluation of research, 

when reflecting upon the concept of the RQA. These elaborations partly reflected the design of the 

evaluation system within Finland itself, outlining the work of the Finnish research council as the one 

evaluating the research performance and output of the HEIs and the work of the FINEEC, as the QA 

agency, in charge of the external quality assessments of the institutions, that evaluates the research 

related criteria of the HEIs within the institutional audit. The Finnish respondents agreed that the 

Research evaluation too could have been broadly understood as a measure of quality assurance, yet 

the difference between the two was also clear both in theoretical and political perspectives. Overall, 

the embeddedness of the concept within the local context was visible in the Finnish case.  

New Public Management as a Context-creator 



It is clear, that the New Public Management stands at the core of the Finnish HE QA policies, starting 

from the 1980s, when the accountability became an important topic in the higher education policy 

and which was subsequently continued by the introduction of the institutional evaluations (Saarinen 

2005; Välimaa 2004). However, rather unique in broader perspective of quality assurance is the lack 

of any legislative consequences after the FINEEC’s audit and therefore relative absence of incentives 

both positive and negative, especially compared to other two cases. According to the current guideline 

for the auditing of the HEIs in 2019-2024, the passing of the audit will be rewarded by granting the 

FINEEC quality label, that is lasts for 6 years, however, in case of failure, no punitive measures are 

enacted and the HEI is required to undergo the new audit in 2-3 years (FINEEC 2019). This could 

also be an indication of the lesser presence of state institutional logic in Finnish HE QA system, which 

will be further elaborated in the subsequent sections. 

Institutional logics of FINEEC’s RQA Measures 

State Logic as the source of authority 

Thornton et al. (2012), indicate bureaucratic domination as the source of authority of State 

institutional logic. As mentioned above, there is a trace of this logic at hand in Finnish case, as the 

HE QA measures serve as the control mechanisms for the Governments, however, the specificity of 

Finnish legislation towards the HE QA, makes it rather lesser influence and it could be seen as still 

less when it comes to the RQA measures.  Therefore, it can be assumed that state institutional logic 

is in action, provided that certain level of bureaucratic control is still assumed upon the introduction 

of the HE QA measures in Finland, yet this is significantly milder than in any other case within the 

study, as it will become clear in the following chapters. 

Professional Logics as the core driver 

The Finnish respondents emphasized the difficulty to speak independently about the research related 

matters as the FINEEC audits were holistic by design, created to cover the entirety of the HEIs. The 

FINEEC representative outlined that at the initial stage of the creation of national QA standards, the 

FINHEEC, as the agency was called by that time, was ready to concentrate on the education within 

their standards, yet the HEIs themselves initiated the inclusion of the research related criteria within 

the evaluation mechanism, in order to create more holistic evaluation mechanism, encompassing all 

aspects of the institutional lives. The FINEEC respondent compared this notion to the car check-up,  

[‘When you are driving the car, you don’t check just one tire, you need to check all four’ 

(Respondent 1, FINEEC).] 



The ministry representative emphasized the importance of holistic evaluation as one of the drivers to 

current evaluation model, that was shared and agreed by the HEIs themselves. 

The FINEEC representative also mentioned gradual development of research related criteria within 

the audit mechanism, emphasizing the fact that during the previous rounds of the evaluations, the 

research related criteria were encompassed only in relation to the internal QA measures, while with 

the current model, more focus has been placed on the research impact of the HEIs. When asked about 

the reasons for such shift, the interviewee answered that, amongst the other influences, the group 

working on the renewal considered the two factors: 1. The changing overall tendencies in the world 

in regards to the facts, that were further invigorated by the shifts in global political sphere (giving the 

example of facts and alternative facts); 2. The increasing power of the social media, which was also 

seen as something altering the public perceptions of the knowledge.  

According to the respondent, the main idea behind the introduction of the changes in the evaluation 

criteria was to encourage the HEIs to look deeper at the impact of their own research and the 

communication with the rectors’ conference and other events outlined that the HEIs were ready and 

eager to accept these criteria. The ministry representative also outlined that the close contact with the 

global developments was a key measure for the HE QA to stay up to date with the modernity. 

Reflecting upon Thornton et al.’s (2012) ideal types of institutional logics, the emphasis on the 

gradual development of evaluation mechanisms, reflection and proactive sensemaking about the 

national context, as well as the continuous work of the FINEEC for the evaluation of its own work is 

a strong indicator of professional institutional logic being at hand while designing the HE QA 

measures at large, and the RQA in particular, as the professional expertise of FINEEC and other 

stakeholders, involved in decision-making, with obvious consideration and close connection to the 

key stakeholders, the HEIs, seems to be the biggest decisive factor when it comes the design of 

evaluative measures in regards to the Research quality assurance. Yet, while the professional 

institutional logics seems to be the strongest driving force in regards to the RQA measures in Finland, 

both through the methodological inclination towards the holistic evaluation as well as the continuous 

study of the past experiences, review and renovation of evaluation approaches, it is also retaining the 

strong enhancement-oriented mindset, which, though deeply embedded in the professional logics 

developed in FINEEC over the years, could also be connected to another logic at hand, to be discussed 

in the subsequent section.  

 

 



Trust and Community Logic 

To explore other institutional logic present in the Finnish case, it is worth to mention the 

enhancement-oriented approach, that has been formed as a trademark for the FINEEC’s evaluations. 

The approach was outscored several times during the interviews with the Finnish respondents and the 

general impression was that it is one of the core products of path-dependence in Finnish HE QA 

policy. Path-Dependence will be discussed in more detail in subsequent section, however here, it is 

also the indicator of another institutional logic at hand. When elaborating about the background of 

this model, the agency representative mentioned, that it was mainly inspired by the belief within the 

system that the HEIs themselves were the only ones who were able to produce something of quality 

and it was not appropriate to ‘force’ the institutions to do anything, therefore, it was considered better 

option, to try to be on the same side of the HEI and support their development. According to the 

FINEEC representative, this approach was even further stimulated within the system with 

performance-based funding as Finland, where the ministry had the control mechanisms at hand, 

therefore doing the same by the agency, was not seen as something useful or desirable. The 

interviewee even underscored that due to the absence of any competition in the QA related matters, 

there was more cooperation between the HEIs.  

However, the FINEEC representative was also aware, that this type of approach could hardly be 

useful everywhere and that it could only work within the system with high level of institutional 

maturity and trust, while the ministry representative, not implying any actual plans for change, 

outlined the importance of awareness about the efficiency of the model and open-minded 

consideration on to what extent could the enhancement-oriented audits be valid for the system in the 

future. The trust as well as the lack of high number of private HE providers within the system was 

also mentioned by the Ministry representative who also outlined that given background greatly 

influenced the overall Finnish model of HE QA from the very beginning. The same rationale was 

applied by the respondents also to the absence of any mandatory programme evaluations by the 

FINEEC, including at the doctoral level. 

Based on the above information, it could be assumed that the institutional logic of community is 

present in the Finnish case. According to Thornton et al (2012) typology, this logic has the belief in 

reciprocity as the source of legitimacy and the loyalty to values as the source of authority and these 

are the best points to analyze and explain the institutional logics being at hand within the Finnish 

case. This logic, is well present when it comes to the HE QA in Finland, and the RQA can be seen as 

an inseparable part of it. In a broader sense, this logic may not only be understood as the trust of the 

QA agency towards the HEIs but also the trust in its own approach and in the common sense of 



stakeholders, as striving for their benefits via the shared set of values. As it is understood as a context-

bound by the stakeholders, it also gives the implications for the storing intertwining of this logic with 

the overall path-dependence in Finnish HE QA system.  

Exploring Critical Juncture in Finnish Path-dependence 

While discussing the enhancement-led approach, it became clear that Path-dependence seems to be 

very strong force when it comes to the HE QA in Finland. The data selected both from the documents 

as well as the interviews with the stakeholders, outlines the resistance from the Finnish 

decisionmakers against regional and global influences, the best example of which could be the 

insistence on enhancement-led approach and the fact that Finland never adopted accreditation system 

and never introduced the systematized programmatic evaluations (Saarinen 2005; Välimaa 2004; 

Huusko & Pyykkö 2022). One of the reasons for this could be the trust between the stakeholders, 

that has been outlined both within the literature, like Huusko & Pyykkö (2022), as well as within 

the interviews as well as other reasons, mentioned above.  

Despite the indications about the resistance of Finnish approach, as Mahoney (2000), identified, 

identification of critical juncture is important in order to avoid the false generalization of the 

path-dependent tendencies on every single event in the past, thus avoiding the “trap of infinite 

regress” (Mahoney 2000, pp-527). The creation of FINHEEC in 1997 could be seen as such for 

two reasons: 1. As indicated by Huusko & Pyykkö (2022), at the initial stage, the FINHEEC audits 

were based on the values like institutional autonomy and trust, which are still the ones that seem 

to be prevailing almost three decades later; and 2.The lack of centralized and standardized 

approach in the early audits, that ended in the tailored evaluations and the avoidance of 

accreditation system, shortly after these times (Huusko & Pyykkö 2022), but following the 

previous customs instead, can also be seen as continuing currently. Therefore, it could be argued 

that the initial values and attitudes of Finnish QA evaluations following the formal creation of 

FINHEEC in 1997, have been the driving force and main factor shaping the further development 

of the Finnish HE QA modes for decades to come and thus making it truly path-dependent.  

Policy Convergence in Finnish case 

Policy convergence seems to be influential on the Finnish case only as far as the broader European 

harmonization policy and Bologna process in general is concerned, most prominently the Berlin 



Communique of 2003, that put considerable strain on the country’s HE QA policies, as well as 

the ESGs, that remain to this day the guiding principles of the evaluation methodologies of 

FINEEC, yet while looking at the actual practice of HE QA by FINEEC and RQA measures within 

them. However, it seems clear that the translation of convergent and isomorphic processes has 

taken place into the country’s context, proving the relative strength of path-dependence within 

the system, and no particular point of convergence and/or isomorphism could be identified within 

the Finnish case, that would not have become more Finnish that international during the process of 

adaptation. These judgements could be applied to both the HE QA in general and RQA in particular.  

Summary 

With the NPM being an influential factor in the introduction of accountability politics in Finnish 

HEIs, national, context-bound approaches have been developed over the decades of quality assurance 

policies in Finland and despite the presence of convergent tendencies, path-dependence has clearly 

been shaped in the Finnish context. Putting away the implications of broader HE QA policies, the 

professional and community logics seem to be strongly in action behind the key stakeholders’ actions, 

when it comes to the design and implementation of Research Quality Assurance mechanisms. The 

stakeholders, who are embedded in their national contexts and proactively make sense of it, strive to 

design the optimal measures, being alert to the wider world while considering the unique, Finnish 

ways of doing the evaluations. These two logics thus can be argued to be the most prominent 

explanation points for explaining how the RQA measures are designed within the Finnish context.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Case 2 – Italy 

Background and Context 

Regulatory History of the Italian Higher Education 

The history of university education starts in Italy, with the University of Bologna – Alma Mater 

Studiorum, the first university in the world, being established in 1088 and apart from Bologna, 

there are more than 10 universities in the country, that are more than half a millennium old 

(Minelli 2019).  

Back in 1983, Burton Clarke positioned Italy as the extreme case of an academic oligarchy on his 

triangle of coordination, outlining the long-standing elite role of academics within Italian higher 

education, which used to hold substantial influence over the state bureaucracy. Despite the 

apparent centralized model of the system, where there was no real institutional autonomy 

existent within the universities and the ministry has historically been in charge of assigning the 

academic positions, instead of the Universities, in practice the university governance used to be 

to a large degree an informal endeavor between the top-notch academics and the Ministry, with 

the University administration being an actor of comparatively smaller influence (Turri 2014; 

Capano 2010; 2014;). Minelli (2019), outlines the shift to the power dynamics, from more 

academic to more bureaucratic logics within the system.  

The status-quo of Italian University regulation was changed in 1989, with the signing of the law 

168, outscoring the teaching, organizational and research autonomy of the universities, proving 

to be the first of the cascades of reforms in higher education in the following years (Capano 2010; 

2014; 2022). The rationale of the University Autonomy, as given in the Law 168 (1989) was 

primarily based on the 33rd article of the Italian constitution, assuring the provision of research 

and academic freedom of the universities.   

The literature indicates to rather formal nature of the period after the initial enactment of the 

law, with the real changes following in 1994, alongside to the introduction of the first model of 

performance-based funding model, that included the lump-sum financing according to the 

institutional evaluations (discontinued in 2003) and performance-agreements between the 



ministry and the Universities, as well as the introduction of internal evaluation units (Capano 

2010; 2014).   

It was during these times of reforms, in 1993, when the first organization, overseeing the quality 

assurance of higher education, Observatory for the Evaluation of the University System (OVSU) 

was established, but only became functional in 1996. The institutional evaluation units also came 

into operation the same year; however, according to Turri (2014), their work lacked the 

consistency at large and in the most cases focused only on gathering the key institutional data. 

The mission of OVSU was the evaluation of the performance of Italian Universities, however the 

given organization was a short-lived, as it was promptly replaced by the National Committee for 

the evaluation of Universities (CNVSU), which was established in 1999 (Capano 2010). According 

to the law 370 (1999), the given institution possessed a wide variety of functions, that included 

the creation of the standards for the Universities’ activities, the evaluation of the universities, as 

well as gathering the key institutional data and advising the ministry, based on their reports, 

about the issues concerning the public funding of the Universities. With the rise of CNVSU, the 

internal evaluation units also became more important players, gathering larger influence within 

the universities and alongside to other duties, becoming responsible for assuring the compliance 

of universities’ work against the legislation, which, according to Capano (2014), showcased the 

poor level of trust within the system. 

Capano (2014), considers CNVSU to be one of the most influential agents for Italian higher 

education, heralding the data-collection practices as well as establishing the evaluation criteria 

for the institutions, albeit not covering the research. The CNVSU also had a large impact on the 

system amidst the Bologna process influenced transformations (Capano 2014; Turri 2014). 

However, the end-result of CNVSU’s work seemed to lack effectiveness, with the main reasons 

behind it being, firstly, the indications of quality assurance policies being decoupled into mere 

bureaucratic burden, and the internal evaluation units supporting this increasing 

bureaucratization, thus the quality assurance system not only causing no real improvements on 

the universities behalf,  but to some extent becoming complicit into the universities becoming 

fixated on minimum thresholds as the actual organizational goals (Capano 2014; Turri 2014). 

Secondly, the advisory role of CNVSU, initially designed as the way to increase the level of 



expertise, was also reported to be underutilized by the decisionmakers (Turri 2014; Capano 2010; 

Capano 2014). Finally, the approaches of CNVSU also failed to come into compliance with the 

principles of the ESGs (Turri 2014; Capano 2014).  

While CNVSU was not involved in the research evaluation in any manner, the government 

created an independent body, Committee for the Research Evaluation (CIVR) in 1999, by the 

goal of advancing and assessing the research. The CIVR offered guidelines for research assessment 

in 2003, which was subsequently followed by the first research evaluation exercise of the Italian 

universities - VTR. Turri (2014), indicates that the research evaluation exercise had been far more 

successful than the evaluative work of CNVSU, mainly due to CIVR attaining higher level of 

independence in the process. However, one problem associated with the first research evaluation 

exercise, carried out by the CIVR was the lack of the sense of continuity about the assessment 

exercise, which was not consistently integrated within the legislation (Capano 2010; Turri 2014).  

Despite rather modest goal of the given study, that does not have far-fetching implications for 

the systems at large, the discussions over the quality assurance of higher education and research 

in Italy cannot happen without the consideration of the entire HE governance system of the 

country, as the QA measures in Italy are often analyzed within the general framework of 

university governance within the country. 

According to Capano (2014; 2022), as the system has been undergoing reforms and changes 

throughout the last decades, it seems that the governance model, which directly influences the 

QA system, has consistently proven to be incoherent and inconsistent, together with the evidence 

for the lack of institutional capacity from the universities to become more efficient organizations, 

which at the end contribute to the government re-regulating the system, that continues to 

resemble the old bureaucratic model and the capacity of evaluations to work as the potent tools 

for further decision-making, is still not utilized properly. Due to these persistent challenges, 

Capano (2010), called the evaluation of the Italian Universities a Sisyphean task, underscoring 

the NPM induced agenda of steering at distance being in reality turned into the bureaucratic 

overregulation. These problems seem to be further amplified with the very diverse and sometimes 



rather contradictory understandings of Quality as such within the universities, where the lack of 

quality culture has also been reported (Pompili 2010).  

ANVUR 

Italian National Agency for the Evaluation of Universities and Research Institutes (ANVUR), was 

formally established in 2006, by the law 262, yet it commenced the operations only in 2011 (Turri 

2014). Replacing both the CNVSU and the CIVR, the ANVUR became one of the rarest Quality 

Assurance agencies within the EHEA, that unified within itself the responsibilities of national 

quality assurance agency in higher education as well as the conduct of national research 

evaluation exercise, thus directly influencing the funding of the universities. In 2018 ANVUR 

underwent the evaluation by the ENQA and became the member of the association in 2019, 

undergoing its next evaluation in 2023 (ANVUR, n.d.).  

ANVUR has one of the longest lists of HE QA activities out of the ENQA member QA agencies. 

According to Turri (2014), the wide range of responsibilities assigned to the ANVUR resulted in 

the agency becoming a major player in the governance of higher education, to a degree that the 

line between setting the policy and facilitating the assessments became increasingly blurry. This 

heavy set of responsibilities, deriving from the legislation, led to the discussions about the 

ANVUR’s independence, which, is formally independent, yet under the considerable influence 

from the Ministry (Turri 2014). In 2018 evaluation by the ENQA, the ANVUR was found to be 

substantially compliant to the ESG 2015 requirements in regards to the Independence, mainly 

due to the reasons mentioned above, i.e., rather heavy set of functions, that make the Agency 

very important actor in the system. The table 4 contains the list of activities, carried out by the 

ANVUR in regards to the ESG 2015, and thus not including the list of activities, connected to the 

research evaluation, as indicated in the ANVUR’s self-evaluation report to ENQA’s 2024 

evaluation.  

 

 

 



Table 4 

ESG Aligned Functions of ANVUR 

1 Initial accreditation of new universities and their proposed study programmes  

2 Initial accreditation of Schools of Advanced Studies  

3 Initial accreditation of new university study programmes (including those offered in 

decentralised branches)  

4 Initial accreditation of new PhD programmes  

5 Periodic assessment of universities and their study programmes (including PhD 

programmes)  

6 Initial accreditation of new private AFAM institutions and their proposed study 

programmes  

7 Initial accreditation of new AFAM study programmes  

8 Initial accreditation of decentralised branches of AFAM institutions and their proposed 

study programmes  

9 Periodic assessment of AFAM institutions and their study programmes (private 

institutions; pilot procedure for public institutions)  

10 Coordination of the University Evaluation Boards (as a transversal activity)  

11 Coordination of the AFAM Evaluation Boards  

Note: Adapted from Self-Assessment Report for ENQA, (p-11), ANVUR, 2023. 

 

Quality Assurance of Research by ANVUR 

The proximity of evaluation mechanisms for higher education institutions and research within 

the ANVUR’s functions, makes it more difficult to focus on the quality assurance of research, as 

any discussion regarding the research QA has the tendency to drive attention to the research 



evaluation. As explained in the chapter 4, due to this specificity, the study will also cover, albeit 

concisely, the RA activities of the ANVUR. Due to the large number of activities that ANVUR 

carries out, both in relation to the QA and RA, it could be useful to differentiate the ANVUR’s 

activities in two groups in order for subsequent analysis of RQA within them. The activities of 

the ANVUR could be divided as such:  

1. The activities of the agency, with the clear focus on research evaluation 

2. QA of research as the positioning of research related topics within the general QA mechanisms, 

aligned to the ESG 2015.  

The processes involved in each group can be allocated according to the ANVUR’s 2023 self-

evaluation report for ENQA. The 11 activities, also listed above, can be listed within the HE QA 

activities, while the three out of five activities, not aligned to the ESG 2015, according to ANVUR, 

namely the VQR, ASN (National Scientific Habilitation) and Rating of Scientific Journals, can be 

given under the research evaluation activities.  

Before delving into the specific evaluation mechanisms carried out by the ANVUR, it is also 

worth mentioning, that the Accreditation is mandatory for all Universities and their educational 

programmes, and Authorization is mandatory for all AFAM institutions and their educational 

programmes and the final decision is made by the Ministry of Universities and Research (Law 

212/2005; Law 19/2012; ANVUR, 2023). Though the consequences may vary between the 

different types of institutions and evaluation levels, the failure to comply with the 

accreditation/authorization requirements can lead to the revocation and subsequent 

discontinuation of educational programmes and/or operations of the HEIs (Law 212/2005; Law 

19/2012; ANVUR, 2023).   

Research Assessment by the ANVUR 

As the research assessment per-se is not the main topic of this study, the information on ANVUR’s 

research assessment activities will be given concisely, as the means for contextualization. ANVUR 

evaluates the quality of research in variety of different manners. Firstly, ANVUR carries out the 

research quality assessment exercise (VQR), a largescale evaluation of research outputs with the 



variety of manners, which was mainly inspired by the UK’s RAE. So far, the ANVUR had carried 

out three research assessment exercises: the VQR exercise for 2004-2010 – produced in 2013; 

VQR exercise for 2011-2014 – produced in 2017 and the VQR for 2015-2019, produced in 2021 

(ANVUR, n.d.). The agency is currently working on its fourth VQR exercise for the years 2020-

2024 (ANVUR, n.d.). The VQR includes both bibliometrics as well as the interviews (Petersohn 

2020), which is clearly presented in the 2024 VQR protocol as well. One of the respondents, while 

reflecting upon the VQR experience, outlined that the usage of quantitative measures was 

gradually reduced over the years.   

Apart from the VQR, the ANVUR, currently carries out the evaluation of the candidates for the 

National Scientific Habilitation, a mandatory requirement for seeking to attain the associate and 

full professorships at the Italian Universities (ANVUR, n.d.; ANVUR SER for ENQA 2023). Also 

connected to this activity, is the ANVUR’s assessment of the Scientific Journals, that is used as a 

measure within the ASN evaluations in the fields where bibliometrics are not applied, according 

to the relevant legislation (ANVUR, n.d.; ANVUR SER for ENQA 2023).  

Quality Assurance of research within the ANVUR’s HE QA measures 

The research related topics are the integral parts of the ANVUR’s evaluation activities for the 

higher education institutions and their programmes. Due to the large number of HE QA activities 

that the ANVUR is in charge of, the information on the evaluation specificities of each activity is 

scattered within the various regulatory documents and obtaining them in English is a challenge, 

as the significant part of the regulatory documentation as well as the guidebooks and protocols 

for the specific processes are only available in Italian. This is further complicated by the changes 

within the legislation, complicating the identification of the relevant regulations for particular 

processes and the existence of different legislative modes for the different sectors of the HE 

system. Below the research QA is discussed within the ANVUR’s AVA (Self-assessment, Periodic 

evaluation, Accreditation) and AFAM (Higher Education in Art, Music and Dance) systems and 

the different evaluation processes that the agency carries out in regards to each system. As 

mentioned in the previous sub-section, the HE QA measures of ANVUR are presented as the set 

of processes presented by the ANVUR in its self-assessment report to ENQA in 2023. Yet, for the 



purposes of this study, several exclusions apply. Firstly, due to the study’s interest in the Doctoral 

programme accreditation measures, the initial accreditation measures for the programmes are not 

considered neither in AVA nor in AFAM cases, as the two are concentrated on first and second 

cycle evaluations (ANVUR 2023). While the accreditation mechanism for the PhD programmes 

is offered as part of the AVA3, the evaluation of doctorates in AFAM system are still under 

development (ANVUR SAR for ENQA 2023). Additionally, as well as the coordination duties for 

evaluation boards of both AVA and AFAM institutionsa re also not considered, as these are not 

separate evaluation processes, but ‘transversal activities’ according to ANVUR’s SAR for ENQA.  

AVA 

First of all, the research related topics are covered within the ANVUR’s AVA system, that 

regulates the Public and Private Universities in the country. The decree 989/2019, stipulates the 

process and criteria for the evaluation of the new non-state institutions and their study-

programmes.  The research is a clear part of the initial institutional evaluations, which has two 

main indicators in itself: Transparency and Sustainability. In the transparency part, the HEIs are 

required to clearly showcase their research achievements, both in regards to the research 

production and internationalization. In the sustainability part, the HEIs are asked to show the 

structural capacity to support the research, as well as showcase the evidence of long-term research 

activity on the international scale. The research is an integral part of the Quality requirements 

for the Institutions and Programmes as well, with the endorsement of RQA both within the 

overall QA policy and strategy as well as the QA of research and third mission of the universities 

as the separate part of the criteria. 

Besides to the above process, another way of RQA by ANVUR is the initial evaluation of doctoral 

programmes, which is carried out according to the decrees 226/2021 and 306/2022, the 

requirements of which include the alignment between the research profiles of the university and 

PhD programme, the composition of the doctoral committee, the material and technical resources 

for the doctoral research as well as the doctoral-specific QA system, with the capacity to enhance 

the quality of doctorate. In the ANVUR’s SER for the ENQA (2023) evaluation of the PhD studies 

was outlined as one of the main innovations within the ANVUR’s evaluation mechanisms and 



this topic was also mentioned multiple times within the interviews with the ANVUR 

representatives and the mixed position of doctoral studies was also outlined as something between 

the education and research.  

The periodic assessment mechanism within the AVA3, the agency’s third wave of periodic 

assessment of universities and their programmes, was approved in 2023, which also contains the 

foci on research as the key topic within the evaluation. For this cycle, the regulations are given 

in decree 1154/2023 and besides, the ANVUR offers the rationale of the evaluation, as well as the 

guidelines for QA in English.  

According to the ANVUR guidebook for the AVA3, the quality of research is firstly required to 

be a part of the universities’ official policy and strategy. Secondly, the research is integrated 

within the resource management standard as well. From human resources perspective, the 

criteria include the rigorous approaches to the recruitment of the researchers, as well as the 

provision of technical support to the overall research activities within the universities. The 

criteria for financial and material resources perspectives, require the provision of adequate funds 

and facilities, including the technical materials, for carrying out the research. Plus, the research 

is also the part of the requirements for institutional data management. Thirdly, the QA standard 

also endorses the application of rigorous QA mechanisms in regards to the research activities of 

the universities, and puts the University board as the key figure in the promotion of high quality 

in teaching, research and third mission.  

Similarly, to the initial evaluation of the universities, the last criterion in AVA 3 is focused on 

the impact of research and third mission activities within the universities. While insisting on 

defining the research strategies, the active utilization of the VQR results is also promoted in this 

standard for the better planning and management in regards to research. The principal 

connections between the institutional evaluations and the VQR was also confirmed by the 

ANVUR respondents during the interviews. This standard also structurally connects the research 

impact with that of PhD programmes.  

The Initial accreditation of new Schools of Advanced Studies (SAS) is another part of the AVA 

evaluations. According to 2021 protocol of the SAS evaluations, research related topics are 



integrated in relation to the achievements of strategic objectives of the schools, such as overall 

enhancement and enabling of research activities and attracting the high-profile researchers. 

Furthermore, the collaboration in the field of research is also part of the criteria as well as the 

attainment of research grants and scholarships by the SAS staff and students. Connections 

between the research and education is also part of the criteria, as the doctoral education in 

particular is a large topical part of the SAS evaluations.  

AFAM 

The modes of Research QA can also be identified within the ANVUR’s evaluation measures for 

the AFAM system. In the criteria for the new non-state AFAM institutions and their programmes, 

approved by the ministerial note 1071/2021, and elaborated in the guidebook, the research is 

positioned in the core of the structural requirements in regards to the material and infrastructural 

resources. Research production of the academic staff is also one of the evaluation criteria, with 

the consideration of research activities within the different art sectors. Finally, the research is 

also considered in the perspective of the financial sustainability of the new AFAM institutions 

under the review.  

Research related topics are also mentioned within the ANVUR’s evaluation mechanism for the 

decentralized branches of AFAM institutions and their programmes. Despite its orientation on 

education, as it is connected to the AFAM institutions’ intention to carry out educational 

programmes at decentralized branches, the evaluation criteria the provision of adequate research 

milieu within the branches (Law 1214/2021).  

As of the periodic review, According to ANVUR, the similar approach is used with the periodic 

review of the private AFAM institutions, while with the public institutions, the ANVUR has 

started to carry out the piloting of the novel QA system in 2023, that offers renewed set of criteria 

for the institutions, which also includes the research-related topics. Similar to the periodic 

assessment of Universities within the AVA system, the renewed periodic evaluation mechanism 

for the AFAM institutions, as it is shown within the pilot project, integrates the research related 

matters within the QA policy of the HEI and places research as part of the institutional 

monitoring scheme as well, in regards to the connections to other activities. Additionally, the 



requirements also contain the involvement of students in research activities and the development 

of research skills within the students. Moreover, the consistency between the teaching, research 

and service activities of the staff is also one of the requirements, together with the criteria for 

provision of adequate resources for the research activities, external relations (research 

cooperation) and the capacity for the dissemination of research outputs.  

Analysis of the Findings 

New Public Management 

In principle, HE QA environment in Italy can be seen in a way, as an offspring of the NPM style 

reforms, starting from the late 1980s, that, together with the other factors, mainly the bologna process, 

primarily influenced the QA policy of the country through the last three decades (Capano 2010; 2014; 

Turri 2014). This makes the relevance of the NPM within the Italian case, when it comes to the design 

of the RQA measures, undeniable reality. However, just as in Finnish case, the direct connection 

between the RQA measures and NPM could be hard to observe, due to the macro-level influence of 

the NPM over the system, while the RQA, as it will be seen in subsequent sections, can be seen as 

the integral part of the general HE QA mechanisms of ANVUR, and is thus analyzed in close 

connection with the broader QA context. 

Quality Assurance of Research 

While reflecting upon the concept of Quality Assurance of research, the Italian respondents always 

distinguished between the two forms of evaluation in regards to research, that are both carried out by 

the ANVUR, the VQR and HE evaluations, drawing the main line of difference on the VQR 

evaluating the research outputs themselves, while via the HE evaluations, focus mainly being on the 

internal research policies and overall research capacity of the HEIs under the evaluation. Another 

major difference outscored within the interviews was the legal standing and importance of the two 

evaluations, with the VQR being clearly connected to the financing of the Universities, while the 

evaluation of research within the HE QA processes, as part of overall legitimacy.  

During the interviews with the ANVUR representatives, the general impression was of close relations 

and overall conceptual proximity between the two forms of evaluation, something, not experienced 

e.g., in the Finnish case. This could be explained by the sheer fact that the agency is in charge of both 

forms of evaluation and due to this connection, the people representing both the VQR and HE 

evaluation sides, were well acquainted and informed about each-other’s work and general rationale 

of the evaluations. 



Path-Dependent Tendencies 

The respondents outscored that the education and research were both historically the integral parts of 

the Italian universities, therefore, studying the research related topics within the institutional 

evaluations was merely a way to make a holistic analysis of the institutions and reflected the state of 

the art of the objects of the evaluation. It was also outlined that the scale of integration of the topic of 

research within the AVA and AFAM system evaluations was a point of reflection of the status quo 

between the different types of the HEIs, with the criteria being clearer and more rigorous in relation 

to the Universities, while in the case of the AFAM HEIs, this part being developed gradually.  

In this sense, RQA model becomes merely reflective of the local context, yet in broader perspective, 

this should be seen as the product of path-dependence nevertheless, due to its fundamental integration 

within the overall HE QA measures. Counting the path from the ephemeral adoption by the 

universities the research and education as the critical juncture though, would bring the discussion to 

Mahoney’s (2000), ‘trap of infinite regress’, therefore, in this case, the 1989 introduction of law 168 

can serve as the critical juncture, from which the accountability policy takes place in Italy and the 

current operational and methodological standpoint of ANVUR, though experiencing major changes 

over the years, is its product. As the critical discourse (Capano 2010; 2014; 2022) about the Italian 

HE QA policy is primarily focused on the continuously inconsistent and incoherent steps from the 

government to build the accountability within the HEIs, the undeniable path-dependent tendency 

appears, which is further enhanced by the later choice, namely the development of the ANVUR as 

the key governmental agency in charge of both HE QA and RA. As one of the respondents mentioned, 

ANVUR could have had very different organizational shape if it was created later, indicating to the 

certain level of contingency about the agency’s future, existent at the time of its formation. This, in 

Mahoney’s (2000) understanding could itself be understood as the critical juncture in itself, yet the 

literature and the interviews show that there is more continuity in the HE QA policy of Italy from 

almost two decades before the ANVUR’s creation, which therefore makes the ANVUR itself the 

product of path-dependence. 

Policy Convergence and ANVUR’s Evaluation Approach 

Despite not having a direct focus on the research, the Italian respondents still mentioned the ESG 

2015 in relation to the RQA measures. Although not formulated explicitly, the overall impression 

within the interviews with the ANVUR representatives as well as the document analysis was that the 

general principles of the ESG 2015 was adopted in regards to the research as well, with the focus on 

making the evaluations more holistic and better reflective of institutional environment. This point 



was more directly expressed by the Ministry representatives, who also outlined that the ESG 2015 

not covering the research related topics explicitly, did not directly mean that it could not have been 

utilized in regards to the research related topics. In this case, ESG can be seen as the source of 

convergence, yet despite the above explanations of its connections to the RQA evaluations, its 

influence should still be seen as limited and more methodological, rather than substantial. 

The respondents also mentioned the consideration of the international experiences while developing 

the ANVUR processes. While reflecting upon the influences over VQR one of the respondents 

quickly mentioned the British RAE as one of the main inspirations, however all respondents were far 

less specific in regards to the RQA measures. One of the ANVUR representatives outscored that the 

agency generally tried to adhere to the international developments in the fields, yet no specific 

comparison models were mentioned in regards to the RQA, other than the general references about 

the Bologna process and ESG. In this regard, with the VQR a clear trace of policy convergence can 

be seen, as its association with the RAE, is a common path within the research evaluation literature 

(Hicks 2012), yet the RQA measures still remain rather obscure from the convergence perspective, 

lacking any clear associations with some international influences. In regards to the HE QA measures, 

these findings also connect to Minelli (2019), who discusses the influence of Bologna process over 

ANVUR, as driving more development-oriented tendencies, while more local experiences and 

challenges put the agency more in control-oriented position, enacting the bureaucratic logic.  

In line with Witte’s (2008), claims, Bologna related instruments, most importantly the ESGs are 

indeed the important influenced within the Italian HE QA milieu, yet when it comes to the RQA, the 

role of the convergent processes should not be exaggerated, as from the QA perspective, the Italian 

case in general seems to be more in line with the Vogtle’s (2014) viewpoint, where the path-

dependence seems to be overpowering the convergent tendencies, and the RQA measures in particular 

are developed with the strong consideration of local experience and context. While the RA related 

aspects of the ANVUR does seem to show more tendency to be convergent or even isomorphic with 

the other global tendencies in the field.  

Institutional Logics behind the RQA measures of ANVUR 

Due to the legislative role of ANVUR’s evaluations and the mandatory nature of accreditation, state 

institutional logic is present in Italian case and it could also be called the logic of bureaucracy, as 

Minelli (2019), calls it, due to the multiple levels of regulation. Giving the authority to the ANVUR’s 

evaluation operations, state logic could be compared to the influence of NPM in regards to the RQA 



measures, as a macro level influence, direct influences of which over the RQA measures as such is 

difficult to observe.  

It is worth noticing, that there was an impression during the interviews that deconstructing the quality 

assurance mechanisms with the specific focus on the research (not including the VQR, which is a 

completely separate measure) was somewhat difficult for the stakeholders, something also mentioned 

in the Finnish case, as it seemed that the institutional evaluation measures were generally seen in 

holistic manner and the positioning of the research within them was perceived as somewhat self-

explanatory.  This goes well in line with the above-mentioned foci on the holistic institutional 

evaluations, mentioned by the respondents.  

When discussing the origins of the RQA measures specifically, the respondents outscored the 

importance of the existent evaluation experiences within the agencies, the sense of what works and 

what does not, gained over the previous cycles of the evaluations. This tendency, that has also been 

present in all other cases, could be more than any other influence rationalized via the institutional 

logics’ perspective, as it is a clear trace of professional institutional logic being at hand and plays a 

vital role in explaining how the agency designs the RQA measures. 

Based on the above information, two diverse institutional logics are present in the agency, firstly, the 

state logic, that provides the legitimacy and authority, for what Thornton et al. (2012), calls the 

Bureaucratic Domination, for the agency and in this line, the unification of the diverse functions 

showcases the same state logic, functioning with the intent of control. Secondly, professional logic, 

striving to distinguish the agency due to its role as the ‘chief evaluator’ for the government, can be 

observed, both in relation to carrying out multiple tasks as well as the core drive in development of 

RQA measures with the reflection and sensemaking within the national context. Through the 

professional logics, the key stakeholders in Italian case are involved in the sense-making over their 

national contexts, thus paving the way to the development of context-specific RQA measures. 

Institutional Logics behind the organizational combination of QA and RA within ANVUR 

The perceptions of the respondents about the ANVUR’s unique design within the EHEA QA 

agencies, namely the fact of the agency being in charge of both the QA and RA in the country, varied 

between more conceptual to political reasons for the fusion. One of the respondents outlined that 

primary reason for this type of design of ANVUR was the efficiency of the agency, that led to 

accumulation of more functions within it. Another point of view, well resonating to the scholarly 

literature on the HE QA in Italy, was the attempt by the government to unify all of the main evaluation 

tasks within one agency in order to reduce the complexity of working with the diverse set of 



evaluating actors, thus making the system more efficient and coherent. The final reason also offered 

by the respondents was the integral connection of higher education and research within the Italian 

academia, something also outlined above, while discussing the evaluation criteria, which made it 

natural for the agency to include both sets of evaluations.  

Although the last explanation could hold truth in itself, the existing criticism in the literature over the 

perceived incoherence of policymaking when it comes to the accountability of the universities, and, 

though to a lesser degree, as the national contexts are largely unique, lack of such models within the 

other European countries as well as the make the politically inclined explanations appear more valid.  

When it comes to exploring the rationale for unification of QA and RA within the ANVUR’s 

responsibilities, the institutional logic of market can be observed in combination with the already 

mentioned state logic, with the determination of building the efficiency within the system, via 

focusing all of the evaluation related criteria within one stakeholder, which could be seen as the way 

to deal with much of the criticism, about the inconsistencies in policymaking, that made Capano 

(2010), to call the QA in Italy the Sisyphean work. However, this topic overall relates to higher level 

of decision-making that takes place beyond the agency as it is a core of its foundation and cannot be 

seen as something in continuous process when it comes to RQA measures. 

Summary 

Fueled by the overarching NPM agenda and getting influences from both path-dependent and 

convergent tendencies, there are several institutional logics at work, upon the decision-making on the 

RQA measures of ANVUR. As the research related criteria within the HE QA measures are relatively 

obscured within the wholeness of the evaluation, the professional logic of holistic evaluation, 

alongside to the government’s will to locate the evaluation expertise and professional services within 

the ANVUR, alongside to retaining the legitimacy through bureaucratic influences via the agency 

and subsequently the state itself, professional, and state institutional logics seem to be in action over 

the ANVUR’s approach to the RQA. The market logic in combination with the state logic, with the 

drive for increasing the organizational efficiency is also present, in relation to the design of the 

ANVUR as a hybrid agency with the extensive responsibilities both in regards to the higher education 

and research, however this could hardly be included in the influences over the RQA design as it can 

be seen as the part of overarching rationale, rather than influencer of specific approaches. 

 

 



Case 3 – Georgia 

Background and Context 

Regulatory History of Higher Education in Georgia 

Located in the south Caucasus, Georgia has been involved in the Europeanization of its higher 

education sector for the last two decades (Jilbadze and Glonti 2018). Having regained its 

independence in 1991, Georgia has been the part of Soviet Union since 1921 until its dissolution, 

yet, with its history of higher education tracing its roots in the pre-Soviet era, Georgia was one 

of the few soviet republics, alongside to Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia and Armenia, where the vast 

majority of teaching and learning in the universities used to be conducted in national language - 

Georgian, instead of Russian, the de-facto official language of the USSR (Chankseliani 2022).   

As Georgia spent seventy years in 20th century as part of the Soviet Union, it is deemed 

appropriate to concisely overview the Soviet model of higher education. There were only the 

public universities in Soviet Union and every single aspect of university system in the USSR was 

tightly controlled by the state, the higher education being closely tied to the politics, and the 

HEIs wielding very limited autonomy and academic freedom (Sharvashidze 2005; Chankseliani 

2022). The governance of the Soviet HE system was strictly top-down and rigid, with the key 

financial and staffing decisions being made outside of the universities, and the HEIs having little 

space to oppose to the centralized decision-making (Chankseliani 2022). During the late Soviet 

times, the Georgian SSR was a leader by the percentage of higher education attainment amongst 

the 15 republics (Sharvashidze 2005).  

The status quo of higher education in the former soviet republics was greatly altered by the 

breakup of the Soviet Union in 1991. In Georgia, the soviet breakdown had a devastating effect 

on the country’s economy, with the GDP shrinking alongside to the expenses on the education 

(Sharvashidze 2005). Greatly influenced by this environment, the development of accountability 

within the Georgian higher education system is well aligned to Schwarz and Westerheiden’s 

(2007) characteristics for the QA in the former communist countries. As the independence of 

Georgia was followed by the turbulent 1990s, characterized by the internal and external conflicts, 

as well as the destabilization of the state and rampant corruption, the HE sector experienced 

massive privatization, with the private HEIs being entitled to legally function since 1991 



(Sharvashidze 2005; Transperency International 2002; Chankseliani 2014; Chakhaia & Bregvadze 

2018). The privatization took place within the environment, that lacked any rigorous mechanisms 

for the accountability and quality assurance of higher education and this has effectively led to the 

number of private HEIs in the country subsequently reaching around 200 for 2003, many of 

which were effectively the diploma-mills (Sharvashidze 2005; Gorgodze et al. 2020; 

Macharashvili and Gogadze 2023).  Serving as an example for describing chaos within the HE 

system of Georgia in the 1990s, Macharashvili et al. 2021, indicate to the lack of information at 

the Education Management Information System of Georgia (EMIS) about the exact list and 

number of medical programmes in the country between the years 1991-2005.   

Drastic changes started to happen in Georgia since the end of 2003, when, after the peaceful ‘Rose 

Revolution’ the western leaning government came into power, starting to pave the way for the 

Stabilization and Europeanization of higher education in Georgia. Some of the most notable steps 

during these times were the establishment of law on Higher Education in 2004; the joining of 

Bologna process on Bergen summit in 2005; the introduction of the European Credit Transfer and 

Accumulation System (ECTS); the creation of United national examination system in 2005 to 

battle the corrupt practices at the university admissions and the introduction of quality assurance 

mechanisms for Higher education institutions (Jibladze 2013; Chakhaia & Bregvadze 2018; 

Jibladze & Glonti 2018). The later will be discussed in more detail in the next sub-section. 

Though this study does not intend to analyze the cascade of reforms that took place in post-

revolution Georgia, in a very broad perspective, it could be summarized that, the reforms which 

started to take place since 2004 fundamentally reshaped and modernized the higher education 

milieu of Georgia, bringing it closer to the EHEA, however the critics also note the critical 

challenges in the funding of higher education, as well as the state-led nature of these 

transformations, often leaving the HEIs in the passive role and unwillingly limiting the HE 

system to the University-state relations, mostly excluding the effective involvement of other 

important stakeholders within the system, and subsequently reaching the point of overregulation 

of the system, while struggling to endorse effective autonomy model within the HEIs (Jibladze 

2017; Jibladze & Glonti 2018; Chakhaia & Bregvadze 2018).  



Quality Assurance Mechanisms for Higher Education in Georgia 

The experience of rapid privatization and mushrooming of the HEIs with the dubious reputation, 

significantly influenced the subsequent changes that came in Georgian higher education in 

regards to the quality assurance (Jibladze & Glonti 2018). The introduction of HE QA measures 

in Georgia included the creation of external quality assurance measures in the shape of 

accreditation as well as the enabling of developing the internal quality assurance departments at 

the HEI levels (Higher Education Law, 2004). The initial stage of accreditation in Georgia was 

carried out by the ministry of education and science in 2005 (Macharashvili & Gogadze 2023). At 

this stage the QA measures only encompassed the institutional evaluations, which were broadly 

based on the ESG 2005, but in practice they only presented the rudimentary requirements, mostly 

focused on the quantitative data, all of which mainly served as the measures to remove the HEIs 

of suspicious reputations from the system, with the effect on the system being the reducing of the 

number of HEIs in the country from around 200 to 119 by 2006 and to 43 for the academic year 

2007-2008 (Maisuradze 2006; Jibladze 2013; NEAC 2006). Subsequently, in 2006, the 

Government set up the independent quality assurance agency under the ministry of Education 

and Science – National Education Accreditation Center (NEAC), which was put in charge of 

executing the national HE QA mechanisms by the law on higher education (Jibladze & Glonti 

2018). 

National Center for Educational Quality Enhancement (NCEQE) 

NEAC was reorganized into the NCEQE in 2010. While inheriting the NEAC powers in regards 

to the HE QA, the status of the NCEQE was further strengthened by the introduction of the law 

of Georgia on Educational Quality Enhancement in 2010, which outscores the role of the NCEQE 

as the authority in charge of executing the EQA in Georgian HEIs (Law of Georgia on Educational 

Quality Enhancement 2010). Unlike the NEAC, the NCEQE also started to carry out the 

programme level evaluations since 2011, which has been titled as Accreditation in the legislation, 

while the institutional evaluations have been named Authorization (Authorization Charter 2010; 

Accreditation Charter 2011).  



The association agreement was signed with the European Union in 2014, taking the 

responsibilities in regards to the quality of higher education as well, which had the direct impact 

on the HE QA system of the country, as in the year 2017 the HE QA system underwent large 

reform, renewing and bringing the institutional authorization and programme accreditation 

standards in compliance to the ESG 2015 (Tsotniashvili 2020).  Subsequently in 2019 the NCEQE 

became the member of ENQA and was also registered in EQAR. However, critics like Amashukeli 

et al. (2020), indicate to the superficial nature of the reforms arguing that gaining the 

international legitimacy, within the framework of EU association, rather than the will for 

substantial changes was the main drive of the reform.  

The accreditation and authorization are both mandatory in Georgia for every HEI and their 

programmes and the direct consequences of non-compliance with the standards in both cases are 

the refusal of accreditation/authorization, thus leading to discontinuation of the educational 

programmes and operations of the HEIs (Authorization Charter 2010; Accreditation Council 

2011). Besides, as outlined in the ANVUR case as well, the independence has also been an issue 

for the NCEQE. In 2019 ENQA review, the agency was found to be in partial compliance with 

the independence component of the ESG 2015 requirements, mainly due to the ministerial 

influence over the appointment of top management and the lack agency’s role in selection of the 

decision-making councils (ENQA 2019). The subsequent ENQA monitoring in 2021 showcased 

some progress in this regard (ENQA 2021).  

Quality Assurance of Research by the NCEQE 

Quality Assurance of research is integrated in both the authorization and the accreditation 

mechanisms. However, the level of research integration within the NCEQE’s evaluation 

mechanisms varied greatly over the years, with the focus on research, particularly within the 

Authorization standards, becoming increasingly clear after the reform of the HE QA system in 

2018 (Macharashvili & Gogadze 2023). 

Research is integrated within the authorization standards, approved in 2018, at many different 

levels, it being visible both across the whole set of standards as well as having the entire standard 

and components dedicated to the research. Firstly, the research is required to be an integral part 



of the institutional strategy and the university management is encouraged to support the research 

activities of the university staff and students. Furthermore, the research related topics are also 

integrated within the requirements to the human resources – placing the research activities 

within the staff’s workload, and the material and technical resources – with the focus on the 

provision of necessary resources, financial, material and technical, for the staff’s research 

activities.  

Other than these, the research is presented as a separate topic within the authorization process, 

a standard number 6, named ‘Research, development and/or other creative work’. This standard 

contains three components, with each of them focusing on various sub-topics. Component one is 

focused on the overall research activities within the HEI as well as the doctoral research and 

supervision, while the component two is focused on the provision of structural and organizational 

support for the research and the internationalization. The third component of this standard is 

focused on the assessment off the research activities and promotes the functioning of the internal 

system for the research assessment. The study by the national Erasmus+ office of Georgia about 

the implementation of the novel authorization standards outscores the 6th standard as the weakest 

spot for the HEIs that underwent the institutional evaluation in 2018.  

The research related criteria are also involved within the NCEQE’s programme accreditation 

standards, initially approved in the 2018 and re-edited into the current form in 2022, upon the 

development of Cluster accreditation mechanism for the evaluation of the groups of educational 

programmes (Accreditation Charter 2011). In Georgia, Accreditation is obligatory for all levels of 

higher educational programmes, including the doctorate and to this day, the same set of standards 

is used for the evaluation of Bachelor, Master and Doctoral programmes (Higher Education Law 

2004). The research related topics within the accreditation standards are mostly shaped as the 

promotion of the development of research skills within the programmes, as well as the research 

activities of the staff involved in the programmes. Most research specific areas within the 

standards are the components focusing on the principles for assessing the theses on both master 

and doctoral levels, as well as qualifications of the master and doctoral level supervisors and the 

very process of supervision, also encompassing the capacity of QA system to evaluate the quality 

of supervision. The usage of the same sets of standards for the doctoral and other levels of studies, 



has been a point of criticism and there have been suggestions for creation of doctoral specific 

criteria in line with the Salzburg principles (Darchia 2020). The NCEQE has developed the 

doctoral specific evaluation criteria in 2023 and these criteria are currently under the revision 

(NCEQE, n.d.). In case of the adoption, the criteria will be formalized by the ministerial decree.  

NCEQE’s standards, both institutional and programmatic, are very detailed, with the official 

standards’ document disseminating the requirements into three distinct pillars from the overall 

requirements to the indicators, something rarely seen within the other QA agencies within the 

EHEA. Discussing the level of detail within the authorization standards in regards to the research, 

Macharashvili and Gogadze (2023) argued that a certain model of research being promoted, could 

be read within the standards, tracing the characteristics of Mode 1 and Mode 2 sets of knowledge 

production of Gibbons et al. (1994) and even connecting to the Mode 3 of Carayannis and 

Campbell 2009.  

When discussing the research-oriented HE QA measures in Georgia, it is worth mentioning that 

the country to this day does not have a fully functioning system for the research performance 

assessment, but rather the research assessment responsibilities are scattered throughout the 

various institutions (Tabatadze & Chahckhiani 2022; Macharashvili & Gogadze 2023). The 

research evaluation is mostly done by the main research funding body of the country, Shota 

Rustaveli National Science Foundation of Georgia (SRNSFG), which has come to existence as a 

merger of two previous bodies established in 2005, throughout the major reforms in the country. 

However, instead of any country-wide evaluation of research performance, the SRNSFG 

currently carries out the publicly funded, competitive grant calls. Another organization, formally 

involved in the Research Evaluation is the Georgian National Academy of Sciences (GNAS), 

which, according to the legislation, is an advisory body to the Georgian government and is in 

charge of setting the priorities for the research (Law of Georgia on Academy of Sciences, 2007). 

The HEIs also report to the GNAS about their research activities, yet in reality, the reporting to 

GNAS has no actual consequences for the HEIs and remains largely symbolic (State Audit 2014; 

Tabatadze and Chahkhiani 2022).  



It is also worth mentioning, that the position of the GNAS within the country’s educational and 

science system is connected to the soviet legacy, as in the USSR, the research institutes under the 

State Academies of Sciences used to be in charge of most of the research, while the Universities 

were seen as the more teaching and learning intensive institutions (Chankseliani 2022; Feduykin 

2022). Considering these contextual factors, the GNAS used to be a primary research actor in the 

country during the Soviet times, as well as in the newly independent Georgia, prior to 2005 

(Chankseliani 2022; Tabatadze and Chachkhiani 2022). In 2005, the GNAS lost power, as the 

research institutes under the GNAS were removed from it and they subsequently merged with 

several public Universities in 2010-2011, leaving the Academy as merely symbolic organization 

(Tabatadze and Chahckhiani 2022; Machrashvili and Gogadze 2023; Tsotniashvili 2023). These 

drastic changes influenced the current status quo, where out of all the national Academies of 

Sciences of former soviet countries, the GNAS contributes the least to the national research 

production (Lovakov et al. 2022).   

Analysis of the Findings 

New Public Management 

The NPM seems to be relevant within the Georgian case, as the introduction of the HE QA measures 

in the country have been associated with NPM policies (Chakhaia & Bregvadze 2018; Macharashvili 

& Gogadze 2023). Howver, the difference in Georgian case is that, unlike the Western countries, the 

introduction of accountability measures in Georgia intended to cleanse the system from the HEIs of 

dubious reputations, that mushroomed during the 90s, that is in line with Schwartz and 

Westerheijden’s (2007) depiction of incentives behind the accountability measures within the post-

communist countries.  

Quality Assurance of Research 

During the reflections upon the RQA as concept, the Georgian respondents were more adamant on 

emphasizing the evaluation of the research capacity as such, focusing on the research policies and 

overall research practices in the HEIs. Unlike the two other cases, when defining the RQA, it was not 

compared to RA, something that should be well reflecting the HE and Research evaluation system in 

Georgia itself, as out of the three countries it is the only one that does not have a fully functioning 

model of research performance assessment of the institutions (Tabatadze & Chachkhiani 2022; 

Macharashvili & Gogadze 2023). Going deeper to the RQA seen from the perspective of the 



NCEQE’s evaluations’, one of the respondents outlined that the main idea was to empower the HEIs 

themselves to assure their own research quality, a statement resonating with the other two cases as 

well. Research evaluation was only mentioned in the context of the internal, institutional assessment 

of the research by the HEIs, and was thus seen as one of the aspects of RQA, thus reflecting the 

NCEQE’s authorization standards, that offers the same conceptual model, with the internal research 

evaluation being part of the overall research policy of the HEI. This in Georgian, case, similar to the 

two other cases, reflected the embeddedness of the concept in the national regulative contexts. 

Path-dependence and RQA measures in Georgia 

The state of the art of the research within the Georgian HEIs, perceived as rather weak and lacking 

the institutional focus, also outlined in literature by Tabatadze and Chachkhiani (2022), was outlined 

within the interviews as one of the key factors influencing the design of the RQA mechanisms in the 

renewed Authorization standards of the NCEQE. Apart from this, just as in both other cases, the need 

for the holistic evaluation of the institutions and the part of the research in this was also mentioned, 

yet the overall impression was that one of the goals of the new standards was to nudge the HEIs to 

have a clearer focus on the research and in this way to promote more coherent research activities 

within the HEIs at large.  

Another point, closely connected to the status quo of the research capacity at the HEIs was the topic 

of mergers of research institutes with the universities, that took place back in 2010-11, as according 

to the number of studies, the mergers still lacked the synergy between the HEIs and institutes (Audit 

office 2014; Tabatadze & Chachkhiani 2022; Tsotniashvili 2023). One of the respondents outscored 

the goals for better integration of the institutes in the day-to-day lives of the universities, including 

the educational process, as another, albeit not central, influence over the design of the current shape 

of the RQA. Although, it is worth noticing that currently the standards do not directly focus on the 

research institutes as such and their unity with the HEIs is assumed within the standards’ logic. Both 

of these two factors, indicate to the strong path-dependent tendencies to be at work, as the given state 

of the affairs, addressed by the respondents, directly reflect the specific events and decisions that 

preceded the subsequent developments.  

Considering the above mentioned, Path dependence seems to be a strong force around the Georgian 

HE QA, yet it is challenging to locate the exact critical juncture, as there are several important events 

influencing the HE QA measures in general. While the very breakdown of the Soviet Union, could 

essentially be one of the critical junctures, it may still be an oversimplification of the history of HE 

governance in Georgia as well as give a false picture of seemingly coherent and consistent 



policymaking over the decades, that were in reality characterized by the list of tumultuous events. 

This is even more so, when it comes to the RQA, because of the systemic changes within the research 

system, that affected the universities. Therefore, the 2004-2005 reforms in Georgian HE could be 

better reference point for the critical juncture for several reasons: 1. These reforms directly affected 

the research production in the country, concluding with the mergers of the research institutes with the 

Universities (Tabatadze & Chachkhiani 2022; Tsotniashvili 2023); 2. Despite the critical changes 

within the country over the last two decades, the current HE QA can still be seen as the continuation 

of the HE QA policy first introduced in 2005 (Jibladze 2013; Tsotniashvili 2020). 3. These reforms 

also included Georgia joining Bologna process in 2005, which significantly shaped the overall 

directions in HE QA as well as broader HE governance in the country (Bregvadze & Chakhaia 2018).  

Policy Convergence and RQA measures in Georgia 

Just as mentioned in regards to the Italian case, adherence to the ESG 2015, despite its lack of focus 

on the research was not seen as a challenge in Georgian case either, as the ESG 2015 was seen as the 

main principle of the evaluation and the research related criteria were brought into compliance to it. 

Another set of standards was also mentioned by the NCEQE respondent, namely the Basic Medical 

Education Standards by the World Federation for Medical Education. Considering the above 

information, the convergence stream of Georgian HE QA at large, holds the tendency towards what 

Holzinger and Knill (2005) mention in regards to the legitimacy-oriented coercion, with the focus on 

the international legitimacy, which was of a critical importance for the agency, as it became 

recognized by the federation later in 2018 and became ENQA member in 2019.  

Additionally, the NCEQE respondent also mentioned the consideration of the international 

experiences from the foreign agencies, namely the ‘Estonian agency’, which, according to the 

respondent was mostly considered because of the design of the standards, yet the fact that Estonia 

was also a former soviet country was also a factor, experiences of which could be relatively more 

relatable for Georgia, than most of other EU countries. This adds the isomorphic dimension to the 

convergent tendencies within the Georgian case.  

Complex intertwining of Path-dependence and Convergence in Georgian Context 

Having identified the critical juncture above, it became evident that the current RQA mechanisms in 

Georgia, is influenced by path dependent tendencies, despite certain levels of convergence and 

isomorphism being at play, because, as Bischof (2018) mentions, convergent practices need not be 

simplified, as even in such a system as Georgia, where no accountability measures existed prior to 

starting the Europeanization of the HE system and adopting the HE QA measures through the broader 



work within the bologna process, it is still evident that the country’s own institutional history and 

experience, in this case the legacy of the former soviet union, lack of HE and research in the 90s as 

well as the high level of uncontrolled privatization during the same time, were still  very important 

factors, giving the subsequent HE QA measures the shape and path that could not be explained by the 

policy convergence only. In a way, it could be argued that the fusion of convergence and path 

dependence took place in Georgia, with the convergent tendencies being increasingly translated into 

the national context, the continuation of which can still be visible within the system and the RQA 

remains one of the subsequent factors that emerged in this path. 

Institutional Logics of RQA measures in Georgia 

The state logic, as the measure of bureaucratic influence and control, is strongly present in Georgian 

case as the legislation remains largely punitive and there is also an abundance of regulation in the HE 

QA measures, due to which the stakeholders even report the evaluation-fatigue (Macharashvili et al. 

2023). The strength of the state logic could also be enhanced as the QA measures in Georgia was 

originated as the instrument for the government to ‘tame’ the unregulated HE space, field with the 

HEIs of dubious reputation. On the other hand, just as in Finnish and Italian cases, state logics itself 

could hardly be connected to the RQA specifically, due to their macro-level presence and influence 

of overall HE QA policies. 

The respondents from Georgia, particularly from the NCEQE, outscored the continuity of the 

evaluation measures, comparing the current model of institutional and programmatic evaluations to 

those in the past. As the respondent mentioned, the institutional evaluation model prior to the reform, 

did not contain any clear foci about the research and the experience of work with the past set of 

standards also outlined the need for integrating the research related criteria within it. Just as in other 

two cases, this, together with the above-mentioned need for the holistic institutional evaluations 

(present in all three cases), connects the design of the RQA measures to the professional institutional 

logic being at hand within the Georgian case and works as the powerful explanatory factor for how 

the decision-making over RQA measures takes place. The key Georgian stakeholders seem to be 

involved in the proactive sensemaking over the contextual dynamics of the HE sector, offering thus 

measures that is seen necessary by them, however, there could be a distinctive institutional logic 

visible in this approach, only comparable to Georgia, that will be elaborated in the next section.  

The logic of fixing and/or punitive guidance 

When asked about the reason behind the NCEQE’s standards being very detailed, one of the 

representatives outlined the motivation to make the evaluation less subjective, when utilized by the 



experts, while another respondent outlined the need for further improvement of quality culture at the 

HEIs themselves, in order to have less detailed evaluation standards. The respondents’ opinions 

differed around the claim, that the agency offered any certain model of research, yet both agreed that 

essentially, the NCEQE was trying to give the mere directions in this regard to the HEIs. This 

clarification was coherent and understandable, especially considering the fact that the structure of the 

standard is generally very detailed, to the topics other than research as well, yet considering the 

background of the elaboration of research related criteria, that is in close connection with the status 

quo of the research in the Georgian HEIs, the assumption of Macharashvili and Gogadze (2023), 

about the certain model of research being readable in the standards remains valid, even though it may 

not have been an explicit intention of the policymakers.  

Considering the nature of how RQA measures are given within the institutional evaluation criteria in 

Georgia, as well as the turbulent start of the HE QA in the country and still existent punitive 

legislation, it is appropriate to assume the existence of distinctive institutional logic within the 

Georgian HE QA case and thus in the RQA. This logic could be called the either the fixing and/or 

punitive guidance, which exceeds the state institutional logic and assumes not only the state’s impetus 

to drive the desirable behavior within the HEIs and offering harsh measures in case of non-

compliance, but also the state’s perspective to guide the HEIs in certain organizational direction it 

sees best and which is the most clearly seen via the RQA measures. This institutional logic can be 

observed to be developing over the time, through sensemaking and particular practices, in line with 

the assumptions of Nigam and Ocasio (2010), taking its beginning in the largely government induced 

first wave of reforms in 2004-05, to get rid of bad apples and amidst the strong transformations over 

the time, achieving its current form, through the strong presence of punitive measures and the 

perception of agency’s role as the possible fixer of challenges. Here the state as the guide is the root 

metaphor, state’s own view as the central problem-solver could be the source of legitimacy, while 

top-down implementation a source of authority, which is very much in line with the Bureaucratic 

control as the source of legitimacy in State institutional logic as presented by Thornton et al. (2012). 

Summary 

To finalize the perspective over the design of RQA measures in Georgia, the results of the study 

indicated that, fueled by the NPM driven policies and experiencing the both path-dependent and 

convergent influences over the last two decades, there are the state and professional institutional 

logics, as well as the logic of fixing and/or punitive guidance at hand in the Georgian case when it 

comes to the decision-making over the RQA measures. The NCEQE’s current RQA approach is 

largely built upon the authorities’ impetus to endorse certain type of behavior in the HEIs, as seen by 



the decision-makers to be the challenge at hand, namely the intensification of the research activities 

and even provision of certain type of guidance on how to do it, communicated within the authorization 

standards. On the other hand, the amassed evaluation experience, has been formed into what Thornton 

et al. (2012) call it the professional expertise as the source of legitimacy, is another key point in the 

development of the RQA measures. This takes place through the years of experience and the proactive 

sense-making within the national context. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Comparison of the three cases 

The elaboration of the concept of quality assurance of research, was mainly shaped by the own 

contexts of the respondents, the design of their respective national systems being mostly visible in 

their formulations. The reason for this could be both the embeddedness of the interviewees within 

their contextual environment, as well as the mere effort to better explain their contexts to the 

investigator, being aware of the research being the case-study. Regardless of the core reason, this 

phenomenon could well explain, why the comparison between the RQA and RA was a prominent 

theme in the narratives of both Finnish and Italian respondents, while in the Georgian case, far less 

attention has been focused on the RA. In a broader perspective, with the RQA lacking the scholarly 

discussion and even the unified definition, it could be an indicator of the existent conceptual 

ambiguity of the topic shaped by the various contexts.   

It was clear in all three cases that the institutional evaluation mechanisms were seen as holistic 

measures, thus mostly seeing the RQA as merely a part of the whole, rather than something of its 

own. While none of the respondents struggled to identify the research related topics within their 

respective national agency’s evaluation models, in the Italian and Finnish cases it took somewhat 

more effort from the respondents to reflect upon the influences over the rationale of the RQA 

measures specifically and deconstruct the evaluation to reflect upon the RQA separately. This was 

experienced to the least degree in the Georgian case. 

One of the reasons for this could be the epistemological differences between the perceptions of the 

goals of the evaluations in the different countries as well as the overall status-quo of the HEIs across 

the respective systems. As mentioned above, in the Finnish case, autonomy of HEI is one of the pillars 

of the evaluation and amidst the highly performance-based funding model, the QA remains a ‘good 

cop’, providing the support for the HEIs in the continuous process of development, with the 

accountability system, not containing punitive measures and thus assuming a high level of trust, as it 

was clearly outlined by the respondents in the interviews. In Italy, where according to Capano (2010; 

2014), the enhancement of the autonomy of the Universities has been one of the main motives within 

the reforms of HE governance during the last decades, overall, more ‘pushing’ can be perceived 

within the evaluation models (than in Finland), yet the RQA can be seen as an inherent part of the 

overall process, where the unity of education and research at the institutional level is somewhat taken 

for granted. In Georgia, there is a very turbulent institutional history over the last few decades and 

the lack of trust in the HE QA could be perceived. While the HE QA measures do consider the state 

of the art of the HEIs, both the document analysis and the interviews with the stakeholders clearly 

show that the RQA measures are designed to endorse and, in a way, push the research activities within 



the HEIs, thus the EQA becoming a vital tool, promoting the serious shifts at the institutional levels. 

The institutional answer on this policy could clearly be seen within the Erasmus+ study (2019), on 

the implementation of novel authorization model, where the 6th standard, concentrated on research, 

was showcased to be the one with the lowest evaluation levels during the initial 2018 evaluation cycle 

with the renewed set of standards.  

The HE QA policies in each case was shaped by the NPM inspired policies and reforms, though each 

contextual background was different from each other. While in Finland and Italy the NPM agenda 

appeared in the HE policy from the 80s as the measures to increase the accountability and efficiency 

within the systems, the two systems developed in very different manners. While the Italian case was 

characterized with the inconsistent policymaking and lack of trust when it comes to the HE QA, the 

QA policy in Finland seems to be the most stable and consistent of all three cases, where the trust is 

the vital component and value throughout the evaluation. Georgian case is different from the two 

others, as it is in the background shaped by the post-soviet transformations in the country and the 

rapid privatization, that initially led to the creation of the HE QA measures as the instruments for 

reducing the number of HEIs with dubious reputation in the country. Years ahead from the initial 

reform, the HE QA measures still seem to be designed as instruments to fix the issues as perceived 

by the decisionmakers.  

Path dependence was present in all three cases and acted as a major driver of the evaluation 

mechanisms. In all of the cases the path-dependent tendencies act as the factors helping to translate 

the global tendencies into the local contexts and giving it the distinct shape, characteristic to the 

specific context. Considering both the document-analysis and the interviews with the respondents, 

the distinctive critical junctures can be identified, which, preceded by the critical antecedents, make 

the lasting impact on the systems and thus make the HE QA processes truly path-dependent, as 

Mahoney (2000) suggests it. Yet it is also worth-mentioning that, to a certain degree, the critical 

junctures in all cases are also influenced by the convergent tendencies, thus making the path-

dependence-convergence dichotomy increasingly complex. 

When it comes to the convergent tendencies in the cases, it is clear that the Bologna process has been 

an important factor in shaping the mechanisms and methodologies within all three cases, particularly 

through the Berlin Communique and subsequent creation of the ESGs. These tensions have been 

naturally more visible at earlier stages within the Italian and Finnish cases, who possessed the QA 

mechanisms before the Bologna declaration of 1999, and were experienced significantly later in the 

Georgian case, which saw the advent of QA measures only in 2005. This could make the Georgian 

case seem more convergent than the other ones, yet the background of the challenges, to deal with 



which these mechanisms were designed, could make it seem less convergent and more driven by the 

rationale of local context. Moreover, in Italian and Georgian cases there were indications of more 

isomorphic processes taking place, as certain models have been mentioned during the interviews that 

the agencies have mimicked, while nothing off this kind being mentioned in the Finnish case. At any 

rate, despite the existence of convergent tendencies, it seems that the local contexts have been critical 

in shaping the HE QA measures and thus the RQA mechanisms in all three cases, making path-

dependence more important process for the case-countries than the policy convergence, both 

according to the document-analysis and the interviews with the respective interviews with the key 

stakeholders. 

The agencies, together with the key stakeholders, who participate in the decision-making over the 

QA measures are seen as proactive agents in each case, who constantly reflect upon and make sense 

of their immediate circumstances, and trying to adapt the RQA measures to what is seen by them 

necessary. As suggested by Nigam and Ocasio (2010), sense-making in the specific environment, 

defined by the contextual factors, may be seen as a contributor to the formation of field-level logics 

and over the course of actions in three diverse cases, each of them having distinctive organizational 

and institutional histories, this process can be observed in action in regards to the RQA as well as the 

HE QA in general. In this process, Professional and state institutional logics seem to be at hand with 

each of the cases. Professional logics seem to at the core of RQA design via the motivation for 

creating the holistic evaluation mechanisms and methodologies where the institutions as a whole 

could be analyzed, thus bringing the professional expertise in the principal importance for achieving 

this. State logics and the governments’ will to assure the bureaucratic control over the HEIs is also 

seen in all cases, but the level of control varies from case to case, with Italy and Georgia being more 

control oriented while within the Finnish case this part is far less important. The presence of diverse 

institutional logics in different cases is visualized on table 5. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 5  

Presence of Institutional logics in three cases. 

Finland Italy Georgia 

State State State 

Professional Professional Professional 

Community Market (In relation to RA 

execution). 

Fixing and/or Punitive 

Guidance 

In Georgian case the state logic may be seen as bordering something that could be seen as the logic 

of fixing or punitive guidance, which can be seen as more unique institutional logic, deriving from 

the case, where the agency’s work is seen as a remedy for the challenges in the system and very 

detailed requirements are readily offered to the HEIs, alongside to the existence of strict punitive 

measures in case those are not met. This could be clearly seen in regards to the RQA. In Italian case, 

as after the years of different pathways, the QA and RA mechanisms came to be governed under the 

single agency, market logic could also be seen in the basis of this decision, as the measure for 

increasing the efficiency within the system. In Finland the institutional logic of community seems to 

be still the strongest of all other logics, which not only includes the high level of trust in the HEIs 

integrity but also the trust in its own systems and path, which drives than the entire HE QA policy 

and RQA therein. In Finnish case the given institutional logic could also be seen as a strong enabler 

of path-dependence.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



6. Conclusion 

Answering the research questions 

The results of the given study address the major research gap in the Higher education quality 

assurance literature, about the quality assurance of research as carried out by the national quality 

assurance agencies within EHEA and about how the RQA measures are designed and implemented 

by the quality assurance agencies, through the exploration of three diverse cases within the EHEA. 

Analytical framework, consisting of combination of several theoretical viewpoints was constructed 

in order to analyze and make better sense of the data, from the theoretical perspective and some major 

findings have been identified. 

It is worth discussing the results of the study from the perspective of the research questions. As the 

main research question is broken down into two sub-questions, the answers are first offered to the 

sub-questions, to better elaborate and structure the answer for the main research question. The first 

sub-question went thus:  How can the concept of quality assurance of research be understood? It 

is noteworthy, that despite the clear conceptual and organizational differences from the research 

assessment, the quality assurance of research still seems to be a concept closely associated with the 

RA and the respondents often see it necessary to draw the line between the two, in order to formulate 

the clear concept of the RQA. It is also noteworthy, that in the very broad understanding, the two 

cases, where the countries possessed the fully functioning RA system, the respondents saw the RA 

itself conceptually as the part of RQA, as they saw the RA as the means for the improvement of 

research production as well, with the key methodological difference being the RA’s focus on the 

research outputs and the RQA’s focus on the policies and procedures for the research production. 

This also contributes to the finding about the concept of RQA being to a certain extent shaped by the 

national contexts, which was discussed extensively above. Overall, based on the results of this study, 

the understanding of the RQA as it could be derived from the definition by Harvey (2004-2024), of 

the broader quality management in higher education, could be seen as optimal.  

The second research sub-question was formulated as: What factors influence the design of the Quality 

Assurance of Research by the National QA agencies in the case-countries? In this instance, high 

number of influencing factors have been identified, which have been discussed in much detailed 

above when elaborating the findings of each case-study. These factors could be broadly grouped 

under the umbrella of: 1. Path-dependent tendencies; 2. Convergent tendencies and 3. Gradual 

Professionalization. The table 6 depicts the given typology of the factors and its constituents.  

 



Table 6  

The Factors influencing the design of RQA measures in case-countries 

Groups of Factors Path-dependent 

tendencies 

Convergent 

tendencies 

Methodological and 

professional rationale 

Constituents Traditions and values 

of Universities, 

Regulative history of 

the HE sectors 

New Public 

management as a 

global phenomenon, 

Bologna process, 

Mimetic isomorphism 

Gradual 

professionalization of 

the Agency staff, Drive 

for Holistic evaluation 

The prominence of each factor differs from case to case and provides support for answering the main 

research question. The differences of the constituent factors in each country case is undeniably 

connected to broader cultural, political and social aspects of each country, depicting which greatly 

exceeds the purpose of this study, yet it is worth mentioning, that in all cases the RQA is an integral 

part of HE QA measures, and identifying the factors that influence it is impossible without identifying 

the factors that influence overall HE QA policies, which, by the assumption of this study, are almost 

exactly the same. Thus, this study argues that the RQA measures, though different in its content, are 

under the same influences as the whole QA mechanisms and deconstructing those was seen as 

relatively difficult in all of the cases but one, where still, the RQA was still seen as an inseparable 

part of the whole.  

The main research question of the study was formulated as: How do the National QA Agencies design 

the evaluation processes and standards for the Quality Assurance of Research in Finland, Italy, and 

Georgia? The answer to this question was largely connected to the second sub-question, discussed in 

the previous paragraphs. Having identified the factors above, institutional logics perspective offers 

the capability to analyze how these factors come to action and influence the design of RQA measures 

in the case-countries. Based on the results of the study, it’s through the continuous agency and 

sensemaking by the decisionmakers on the QA agency level and beyond as well as reflection upon 

the contexts. Thornton et al. (2012), refer to sense-making as one of the foundations of institutional 

logics, which is in process in order to make the organizational processes more rational. Sense-making 

is in reciprocal relation with the formation of institutional logics, thus both affecting each-other 

(Thornton et al. 2012; Weber & Glynn 2006). Considering the given understanding of sense-making, 

the institutional logics perspective allows to analyze the details of this process in different country-



cases. State logic is at play in all three cases through the governments’ aspirations for using the QA 

measures as the control mechanisms and this is the core source of authority for the agencies in each 

case. Professional logic is arguably the most important of all logics being at hand in this process, in 

all three cases, as the gradual professionalization of the QA agencies is apparent and they 

subsequently contribute to the formulation of evaluation methodologies fit for the national context 

and purpose. Professional logic and through it the legitimacy of the agency’s work through 

professional expertise, is still more important, as the topic of RQA is not covered within the any 

international standards and guidelines, thus case-based experiences and local expertise becoming 

crucial. In this instance the sense-making within the national contexts and the accumulated expertise 

become evident forces in designing the RQA measures. Here, the comparison could be drawn to the 

EUA report on the future of ESGs of 2024, as the results of this multiple case study indicate rigorous 

sense-making and proactive work by the QA agencies, to cover the research related topics in their 

evaluation mechanisms, while not possessing any European framework that would otherwise regulate 

their attitudes towards the RQA in particular.  

Depending on the case, some other institutional logics are also seen to be at hand, also shaping the 

design of approach to research by the QA agencies: 

 In case of Finland, the community logic was evident as the Finnish emphasis on trust is clear 

both within the document analysis as well as the interviews, and the trust in the shared values 

and common interests, thus making the system more path-dependent, can unequivocally be 

seen in the Finnish Case. The sentiment is also shared by the stakeholders, as the interviews 

outline the tangible nature of tradition and the agreement on the uniqueness of Finnish higher 

education milieu for such approach. 

 In Italian case there was the market logic identified, intertwined with the state logic, in 

connection to the dual responsibilities of the Agency. This was mainly due to the turbulent 

history of HE QA measures in the country, as given in literature, and the aspiration of the 

authorities to make the ANVUR the evaluator in chief, thus reducing the number of key actors 

and possibly increasing the efficiency of the accountability system for the HEIs.   

 In Georgian case, the logic of fixing and/or punitive guidance is identified, that is deeply 

connected to the turbulent history of building accountability in the country’s HE sectors and 

as many challenges still remain for the HE sector, the QA agency’s work can be seen as that 

of an actor, amassing the professional expertise through the national context and seeing its 

role as capable to address the existent issues and offer direct measures for addressing them, 

aspiring to thus endorse the change top-down in the HEIs.  



Further Implications of the study 

One of the main findings of the given study, is that both at the levels of the document analysis as well 

as the interviews with the key stakeholders, the analysis of the RQA measures within the three 

countries was seen impossible, without the analysis of and reflection upon the whole HE QA 

measures alongside. As noted above multiple times, deconstruction of the evaluation mechanisms for 

the thorough analysis on the topic of RQA was more than often seen to be difficult in two cases, but 

Georgia, where, even though it was relatively easier to discuss the RQA measures independently, at 

the fundamental level, the RQA measures still remain and must be seen as the inseparable part of the 

whole. The ANVUR’s case is different in the organizational perspective, due to the RA 

responsibilities, yet in regards to the goals of this research this can be considered irrelevant. 

It is also important to note, that the integral connection between the HE QA and RQA measures, that 

makes it difficult even for the professionals in the field to make separate judgements, need not be 

seen as the tendency, diminishing the role of the research within the QA measures. Perhaps, it is quite 

the contrary. As the respondents from all three countries’ QA agencies and ministries saw the RQA 

as the vital part of the HE QA measures within their national contexts, particularly within the 

institutional evaluations, it could be argued that within the given three cases, it is similarly difficult 

to make sense of the RQA outside of whole QA measures, just as, to make sense of the entire HE 

QA, and see its validity within the national context, without considering the mechanisms for research 

quality assurance as the necessary part of the whole.  This makes the critical lack of the scholarly 

publications about the research quality assurance ever more surprising, particularly in regards to the 

external quality assurance.  

New Public Management can be seen as the inspiration and the creator of broader context in each 

case for the HE QA measures, however no particular connection could be made from NPM standpoint 

to the RQA measures directly. QA agencies can be seen as Embedded in the NPM inspired world of 

HE QA, proactively reflecting upon and making sense of local, national and regional/global spaces 

and experience large number of both path-dependent and convergent influences. In this complex 

tapestry of interrelations, professional institutional logic through the sense-making and expertise of 

the QA agencies, once derived from the political decisions and subsequently strengthened and 

developed over the years of evaluation experience as well as the active interactions with the outer 

world, effectively shape the RQA measures in all three cases under the study. 

Despite strong path-dependence in each case, with the critical junctures being identified in every 

single one of them, outlining the truly path-dependent nature of each case, the interrelation between 

the path-dependent and convergent practices are still very complex. It is visible, that over the course 



of development of HE QA measures in all three cases, the convergent tendencies, are continuously 

translated into the local contexts, mostly in the shape of Bologna initiatives, thus to some extent 

adapting the convergent influences, yet from the perspective of RQA the path-dependence seems still 

larger force, both due to the absence of any European level standards and guidelines specifically 

regarding the RQA as well as the agencies’ determination to fit the RQA measures to the state of the 

art of the HEIs within their contexts. 

The analytical framework, developed within the study proved to be useful and relevant for the 

theoretical exploration of the research topic. The theoretical perspectives of NPM, path-dependence 

and policy convergence, that have actively been used in the past in regards to the studies in higher 

education quality assurance, can coherently be interconnected for the exploration of a research topic 

as complex as in the given study, particularly for setting the theoretical background and exploring the 

diverse influences at hand. Most importantly, it was made clear that institutional logics perspective 

could be well adapted to the study of such complex organizations as QA agencies as well as the HE 

QA systems, as within this study, the institutional logics perspective offers a distinctive theoretical 

look into the ways the RQA measures are designed in the three QA agencies. 

 

Filling the research gap 

This study contributes to better understanding of the RQA measures and their origins, as well as 

the key stakeholders’ attitudes towards it, both from the perspectives of the HEIs and the relevant 

ministries. With the foci on holistic evaluation, growing professional expertise and the role of 

national experiences and cultures of accountability in higher education, the study offers much needed 

further insights upon the 2023 and 2024 EUA reports on QA-Fit project and the discussions on the 

future of ESG, where the positioning of the research in HE QA measures are discussed.  

The discussion over the need for the more international standards on RQA, which could also possibly 

be a part of the ESGs, exceeds the scope of this research, yet, though it may sound simple, the findings 

of the study indicate that it is due to the nature of HEIs themselves, that the inclusion of the research 

is seen as necessary by the stakeholders in each case, and regardless of whether the next ESG is going 

to have any specific foci on the research as such, the agencies in this multiple case study seem 

adamant to have the RQA integrated within their evaluation mechanisms and possibly enhanced and 

renewed in the future.  



As it has been previously mentioned by the authors as Kajaste 2018, Starkey et al. 2022, Harvey and 

Williams 2010, the QA of research is not often analyzed through the scholarly literature, yet based 

on the findings of the given study, despite the seemingly low visibility within the scholarship, the QA 

of research is there in every single case of the three countries and plays considerable role in the 

evaluations, particularly on the institutional levels.  

Furthermore, amidst the rising prominence of the research assessment reform movements, in the 

scope of which the Quality assurance agencies remain both irrelevant and invisible, the given study 

gives renewed relevance to the involvement of QA agencies in the given discussions, as far as 

research in higher education institutions are concerned within the three cases under the study. The 

main reason for this is the impact that the QA agencies have over the HEIs, as even in the less punitive 

systems, some level of coercion should be assumed, due to the sheer fact that HEIs in each case are 

to be compliant to the agency requirements. This, together with the ongoing work and level of 

expertise in the local contexts make the QA agencies natural stakeholders when it comes to the 

research assessment and much could be gained from their involvement to a greater extent.  

Practical Implications of the study 

The given study includes several useful practical implications. Firstly, as the case studies contribute 

to demystification of Quality assurance of research as a concept and the dynamics on the decision-

making upon its design in comparative case-study, it could be worthy for the practitioners of quality 

assurance of higher education in other contexts than the case-studies, both to consider within the work 

on evaluative measures as well as for practical research. The methodology of the given research 

makes its findings ungeneralizable, however, as Merriem (2015), mentions, the qualitative study 

could still be applicable and useful in other cases than the studied ones. This notion could be further 

emphasized as there are certain similarities in the three very different cases under the study.  

Additionally, the study could be of practical relevance to the ENQA working group for the quality 

assurance of research as well as to the broader ongoing discussion in regards to the future of ESG, 

within which the research is also discussed (EUA 2024), as it clearly addresses and discusses the 

RQA in different contexts within EHEA, offering concrete rationales and explanations over how the 

RQA measures, that seem neglected within both scholarly and professional literature, come to 

existence and what influences their natures.  



Limitations  

As the study applied the document analysis as one of its primary research methods, the initial 

limitation of the study is the language barrier associated with the legislation in Finland and Italy. As 

the author is native Georgian speaker, there was no similar barrier associated with the Georgian case.  

While the significant part of the collected documents in all three cases is available, or initially 

composed in English, the overall balance in the availability of English language documentation varies 

from case to case. In instances, where no alternative data-set is found in English about the Italian and 

Finnish cases, the Google Translate was used for the translation of the documents. Such instances are 

highlighted in the references, with the indication of the language the document was translated from. 

The study also considers the possible errors that automated translations may imply in itself, however, 

this is assumed as the optimal way to work with the data. Additionally, the possible errors from the 

translations are reduced via the reading and analysis of reports and articles, that mention and analyze 

the legislation.  

Another limitation of the study is the limited numbers of the interviewees in each case, as the personal 

narratives could be influenced by the respondents’ own subjective experiences. Furthermore, the 

interviews in Finnish and Italian cases were carried out in English, which was the second language 

for the interviewer as well as the respondents, while in the Georgian case the interviews were carried 

out in Georgian, the native language for all parties. Despite the effort from the author, to limit the 

discrepancies, through assuring the common understandings on the discussed topics, this could 

nevertheless be seen as a limitation. 

Finally, another limitation of the study was the association of the author with the Georgian agency, 

at which he is still employed at the time of the writing of this thesis, which created the information 

asymmetry between the cases, due to the excessive knowledge of the Georgian case and the informal 

connections to the interviewees, as well as contains the possible bias about the topic. However, the 

bias was continuously challenged through the ways mentioned in the Chapter 4.  

Suggestions for further research 

While the given study contributes to filling some prominent gaps in the HE QA literature in regards 

to the RQA, the topic should still be considered vastly under-researched and the future studies on the 

research quality assurance in other national contexts as well as at European level are needed for 

gaining more wholesome information and for making better sense about the space of research as a 

topic within the higher education quality assurance mechanisms at large.  



The exploration of other key stakeholders’ attitudes and perceptions could also be beneficial for 

further studies, particularly from the perspectives of the Universities, as the primary producers of the 

research. As the topic of research evaluation is gaining increasing prominence within Europe, it could 

be worthy to draw more scholarly attention in the future over the topic of RQA, as it may offer 

invaluable insights on local, national and international levels that may significantly contribute to the 

advancement of both HE QA and RA studies.  
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Appendices 

Appendix 1 – Informed Consent form 

Informed Consent Form 

Lasha Macharashvili 

University for Continuing Education Krems / Tampere University 

Thesis Title: Diverse modes of Research Quality Assurance: Comparative Analysis of Finland, Italy 

and Georgia. 

The purpose of the Study 

The purpose of the current study is to explore the dynamics of decision-making over the design of 

the mechanisms for the Quality Assurance of Research, carried out by the national QA agencies in 

Finland, Italy and Georgia, with the focus on Contextual factors. 

The procedure 

The participation in the study involves the online interview for approximately 45 minutes. The 

interview will be recorded for the purpose of making transcriptions from the tapes. Coding will be 

done through Atlas.ti software. The recordings will only be used for the purpose of the study and will 

be disposed of immediately as soon as the thesis is composed. 

Confidentiality 

The participation in the study is fully confidential, no personal information will be used in the report. 

The only type of information about the participant given in the thesis will be: agency or Country in 

case of ministry and broad reference to position. 

Risks 

The study does not foresee any ethical problems. Precautions are taken at different stages of research. 

Informed consent forms are used for assuring the maximum transparency about the goals of the study 

and the usage of information.  

Benefits 

The study explores the under-research topic of quality assurance in research, with multiple case study 

method, under comparative design. The study contributes to the enrichment of existing information 

about research QA practices by exploring and comparing diverse cases within the EHEA.  



Rights of the respondents 

The respondent is free to ask any questions about the intentions of the research, which will be 

answered as comprehensively as possible. The participation is voluntary and the respondent can 

withdraw at any time. The respondent can oppose to the recording of the interview, in which case the 

researcher will assure to take notes. 

Published Material 

The findings of the interview will be part of the master thesis, that will be published on the open 

repository of Tampere University. The researcher will maintain the transcriptions of the interviews, 

which may also be used for the publishing of article in Academic journal and/or other type of 

scholarly material.  

More Information 

The study is approved by the MARIHE programme team at Tampere University. In case of any 

additional questions, you can contact the scientific advisor of the study Adjunct Professor Dr.  Yuzhuo 

Cai at the given email: yuzhuo.cai@tuni.fi  
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Appendix 2 – Informed Consent form (Georgian)  

ინფორმირებული თანხმობის ფორმა 

ლაშა მაჭარაშვილი 

კრემსის უწყვეტი განათლების უნივერსიტეტი/ტამპერეს უნივერსიტეტი 

ნაშრომის სათაური: კვლევის ხარისხის უზრუნველყოფის განსხვავებული მოდელები: 

ფინეთის, იტალიისა და საქართველოს შედარებითი კვლევა.  

კვლევის მიზანი 

კვლევის მიზანს წარმოადგენს, ხარისხის უზრუნველყოფის სააგენტოების მიერ 

განხორციელებულ, კვლევის ხარისხის უზრუნველყოფის მექანიზმებთან მიმართებით 

გადაწყვეტილების მიღების დინამიკის შესწავლა, ფინეთის, იტალიისა და საქართველოს 

მაგალითზე, ფოკუსით კონტექსტუალურ ფაქტორებზე. 

პროცედურა 

კვლევაში მონაწილეობა მოიცავს ონლაინ ინტერვიუს, რომელიც გრძელდება 

დაახლოებით 45 წუთი. ინტერვიუ ჩაიწერება, ტრანსკრიპტის გაკეთების მიზნით. 

მონაცემების კოდირება განხორციელდება Atlas.ti პროგრამით. ჩანაწერები 

გამოყენებული იქნება მხოლოდ კვლევის მიზნებისათვის და განადგურდება ნაშრომზე 

მუშაობის დასრულებისთანავე.   

კონფიდენციალობა 

კვლევაში ჩართულობა სრულიად კონფიდენციალურია, არანაირი პირადი ინფორმაცია 

არ იქნება გამოყენებული ანგარშში. მითითებული იქნება მხოლოდ სააგენტო ან ქვეყანა, 

სამინისტროს შემთხვევაში და ასევე ზოგადი ინფორმაცია პოზიციასთან დაკავშირებით. 

რისკები 

კვლევა არ შეიცავს რაიმე ტიპის ეთიკურ პრობლემებს. კვლევის სხვადასხვა ეტაპებზე 

ხორციელდება წინასწარი გაფრთხილებები. ინფორმირებული თანხმობის ფორმა 



გამოიყენება მაქსიმალური გამჭვირვალობის მისაღწევად კვლევის მიზნისა და 

ინფორმაციის გამოყენებასტან დაკავშირებით.  

სარგებელი 

ნაშრომი, რამდენიმე შემთხვევის ანალიზის მეთოდით იკვლევს კვლევის ხარისხის 

უზრუნველყოფის საკითხს, რომელიც ნაკლებადაა გამოკვლეული. კვლევა ხელს უწყობს 

ცოდნის გაღრმავებას კვლევის ხარისხის უზრუნველყოფის საკითხებთან დაკავშირებით, 

სხვადასხვა შემთხვევების შესწავლითა და შედარებით ევროპული უმაღლესი 

განათლების სივრცეში.  

რესპონდენტთა უფლებები 

რესპონდენტი უფლებამოსილია დასვას ნებისმიერი შეკითხვა კვლევის მიზნების 

შესახებ, რომელსაც მაქსიმალურად გაეცემა პასუხი. მონაწილეობა მოხალისეობრივია და 

რესპონდენტს შეუძლია დატოვოს ინტერვიუ ნებისმიერ დროს. რესპონდენტი 

უფლებამოსილია არ დაეთანხმოს ინტერვიუს ჩანაწერის გაკეთებას, რა შემთხვევაშიც 

მკვლევარი გააკეთებს ჩანაწერებს.  

გამოქვეყნებული მატერიალი 

ინტერვიუების შედეგები იქნება სამაგისტრო ნაშრომის ნაწილი, რომელიც 

გამოქვეყნდება ტამპერეს უნივერსიტეტის საცავში. მკვლევარი შეინახავს ინტერვიუების 

ტრანსკრიპტებს, რომელიც შეიძლება გამოყენებული იყოს სტატიისათვის აკადემიურ 

ჟურნალში ან/და რაიმე სხვა ტიპის სამეცნიერო ნაშრომისათვის.  

მეტი ინფორმაცია 

მოცემული კვლევა ხორციელდება MARIHE პროგრამის გუნდის თანხმობით ტამპერეს 

უნივერსიტეტში. დამატებითი კითხვების არსებობის შემთხვევაში, შეგიძლიათ 

დაუკავშირდეთ ნაშრომის სამეცნიერო ხელმძღვანელს, ადიუნქტ-პროფესორ დოქტორ 

იუჯუო ცაის შემდეგ ელ-ფოსტაზე: yuzhuo.cai@tuni.fi  
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Appendix 3 - Questions for the ANVUR Representative 

General Questions: 

1. What does Research Quality Assurance mean to you? (How would you define it) 

2. How would you make a distinction between the research evaluation and research QA? 

3. What are the key considerations when planning the research related activities?  

4. How would you describe the main contextual factors that influence the agency’s approach to 

research QA? 

5. How do these factors influence the Agency’s approach (Process of decision-making). 

6. Are there any tensions between the legacy related influences and international developments 

that may be affecting the research related activities? 

Country Specific Questions: 

7. Do you see any substantial connections between the QA activities of ANVUR and the RA 

ones? (If so, in what). 

8. Burton Clark positioned Italy as the extreme case of academic oligarchy, do you see this as 

relevant today and if so, does it influence the research activities of ANVUR? 

9. Most EU countries have separate research evaluation agencies, why do you think is ANVUR 

in charge of both HE QA and RE? (Main reasons, factors, determinants). 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Appendix 4 – Questions for the FINEEC representative 

General Questions 

1. What does Research Quality Assurance mean to you? (How would you define it) 

2. How would you make a distinction between the research evaluation and research QA? 

3. What are the key considerations when planning the research related activities?  

4. How would you describe the main contextual factors that influence the agency’s approach to 

research QA? 

5. How do these factors influence the Agency’s approach (Process of decision-making). 

6. Are there any tensions between the legacy related influences and international developments 

that may be affecting the research related activities? 

Country-Specific Questions 

7. Do you see any substantial connections between the QA activities of FINEEC and the 

subsequent research evaluation activities by the Academy? 

8. What is the origin and inspiration of enhancement led evaluation model of FINEEC? 

9. Finland has one of the most performance-oriented funding models in Europe, yet the QA has 

one of the least punitive and friendliest shape, what do you think is a reason for it? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Appendix 5 – Questions for the NCEQE representative (Georgian) 

ზოგადი შეკითხვები 

1. რას ნიშნავს კვლევის ხარისხის უზრუნველყოფა თქვენთვის? (როგორ 

განმარტავდით)  

2. როგორ განასხვავებდით კვლევის შეფასებასა და კვლევის ხარისხის 

უზრუნველყოფას ერთმანეთისაგან? 

3. რა ძირითადი საკითხებია გათვალისწინებული, როდესაც შეიმუშავებთ 

კვლევასთან მიმართებით ხარისხის მექანიზმებს.  

4. რა ძირითადი კონტექსტუალური ფაქტორები ახდენენ გავლენას ცენტრის 

მიერ კვლევის ხარისხის უზრუნველყოფის მიდგომების შემუშავებაზე? QA? 

5. როგორ ახდენენ ეს ფაქტორები გავლენას? (გადაწყვეტილების მიღების 

პროცესი). 

6. თუ არის რაიმე დაძაბულობა/დაპირისპირება, გამოცდილებებსა და 

თანამედროვე ტენდენციებს შორის, რომელიც ახდენს გავლენას ცენტრის მიდგომებზე 

კვლევასთან მიმართებით.  

ქვეყნის სპეციფიკური შეკითხვები: 

7. იმ პირობებში, როდესაც საქართველოში არ არსებობს კვლევის შეფასების 

თანამედროვე ტიპის სისტემა, ხომ არ აქვს რაიმე დამატებითი ღირებულება ცენტრის 

შეფასებას დაწესებულებებისათვის? (ხომ არ განაპირობებს ნაწილობრივ ცენტრის 

მიდგომებს).  

8. ძალიან დეტალური მიდგომები აქვს ცენტრს რიგ საკითხებთან 

დაკავშირებით, დეტალური მოთხოვნებით და კრიტერიუმებით, რაც ხშირად არ 

გვხვდება სხვა სააგენტოებში, რა განაპირობებს ასეთ ფორმას? 

 

 



Appendix 6 – Questions for Ministry Representative (Italy) 

General Questions: 

1. What does Research Quality Assurance mean to you? (How would you define it) 

2. How would you make a distinction between the research evaluation and research 

QA? 

3. ESG 2015 does not involve research related topics, while the ANVUR carries out 

them within its HE QA mechanisms. What do you think is the reason it happens? 

4. From research perspective how do you see the role of ANVUR within the HE and 

Research system? 

5. Would you describe any contextual factors that influence the ANVUR’s activities 

towards research? 

6. Are there any tensions between the legacy related influences and international 

developments that may be affecting the research related evaluation activities of the ANVUR? 

Country-Specific Questions 

7. Most EU countries have separate research evaluation agencies, what is the reason 

that the ANVUR is in charge of both HE QA and RE? (Main reasons, factors, determinants). 

8. ANVUR has very large list of activities, what is the reason they are accumulated at 

the QA agency? 

9. Burton Clark positioned Italy as the extreme case of academic oligarchy, do you see 

this as relevant today and if so, does it influence the research activities of ANVUR? 

 

 

 

 



Appendix 7 – Questions for Ministry Representative (Finland) 

General Questions: 

1. What does Research Quality Assurance mean to you? (How would you define it) 

2. How would you make a distinction between the research evaluation and research 

QA? 

3. ESG 2015 does not involve research related topics, while the FINEEC carries out 

them within its HE QA mechanisms. What do you think is the reason it happens? 

4. From research policy perspective how do you see the role of FINEEC within the 

overall Higher Education and research system? 

5. Would you describe any contextual factors as the ones influencing the FINEEC’s 

approach to research QA? 

6. Are there any tensions between the legacy related influences and international 

developments that may be affecting the research related evaluation activities of FINEEC? 

Country-Specific Questions: 

7. Finland has one of the most performance-oriented funding models in Europe, yet 

the QA has one of the least punitive and friendliest shape, what do you think is a reason for it? 

8. What do you think is the origin and inspiration of enhancement led evaluation 

model of FINEEC? 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Appendix 8 – Questions for Ministry Representative (Georgia, in Georgian) 

ზოგადი კითხვები 

1. რას ნიშნავს კვლევის ხარისხის უზრუნველყოფა თქვენთვის? (როგორ 

განმარტავდით)  

2. როგორ განასხვავებდით კვლევის შეფასებასა და კვლევის ხარისხის 

უზრუნველყოფას ერთმანეთისაგან? 

3. ქვეყნის კვლევით სივრცის ფორმატში, როგორ ხედავთ ცენტრის როლს 

სისტემისთვის? 

4. ESG 2015 არ შეიცავს კვლევის საკითხებს, თუმცა განათლების ხარისხის 

განვითარების ეროვნული ცენტრი თავის შეფასებებში მოიცავს კვლევასთან 

დაკავშირებულ საკითხებს. თქვენი მოსაზრებით რა განაპირობებს კვლევის მოხვედრას 

ცენტრის სტანდარტებსა და პროცესებში? 

5. რა ძირითადი ფაქტორები გახსენდებათ, რომელსაც გავლენა ჰქოდნა 

კვლევის ხარისხის უზრუნველყოფის ამჟამინდელ მოდელზე, რომელსაც ცენტრი 

იყენებს? 

6. თუ არის რაიმე დაძაბულობა/დაპირისპირება, გამოცდილებებსა და 

თანამედროვე ტენდენციებს შორის, რომელიც ახდენს გავლენას ცენტრის მიდგომებზე 

კვლევასთან მიმართებით.  

ქვეყნის-სპეციფიკური შეკითხვები: 

7. იმ პირობებში, როდესაც საქართველოში დღეისათვის არ არსებობს 

კვლევითი მონაგარის/პროდუქტიულობის შეფასების თანამედროვე სისტემა, ხომ არ აქვს 

რაიმე დამატებითი ღირებულება ცენტრის შეფასებას 

დაწესებულებებისათვის/სისტემბერს? (ეს მოცემულობა ხომ არ განაპირობებს 

ნაწილობრივ ცენტრის მიდგომებს).  



8. ძალიან დეტალური მიდგომები აქვს ცენტრს რიგ საკითხებთან 

დაკავშირებით, დეტალური მოთხოვნებით და კრიტერიუმებით, რაც ხშირად არ 

გვხვდება სხვა სააგენტოებში, თქვენი მოსაზრებით, რა განაპირობებს ასეთ ფორმას?  

9. არის შთაბეჭდილება, რომ ცენტრი სთავაზობს კვლევის გარკვეულ მოდელს 

უსდ-ებს, სადაც უფრო დეტალურადაა განსაზღვრული კვლევითი აქტივობის 

სტრატეგიული პოზიციონირება, დაინტერესებული მხარეები, რომლებთანაც უნდა 

ითანამშრომლონ და ა.შ. რამდენად ეთანხმებით ამ მოსაზრებას? (თუ ეთანხმებით, 

თქვენი აზრით რა განაპირობებს აღნიშნულ მოცემულობას?). 
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