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Introduction 
Higher education is usually seen as serving the public interest because its benefits extend to the 
individual and society. As such, there is an implicit “social contract” that balances public support, 
through taxation and public policy in exchange for academic and institutional autonomy. But, 
universities and colleges are increasingly being accused of being insufficiently accountable to students 
and society for learning outcomes, graduate attributes and life-sustaining skills in exchange for the 
funding they receive. These tensions are coming to dominate the discourse about higher education 
and affect our institutions around the globe. They take slightly different forms in different countries, 
but essentially questions are being asked about the degree of transparency and accountability about 
what higher education institutions (HEI), both public and private, are doing about these matters.  
 
This paper reviews some of the issues and tensions driving the accountability and transparency 
agenda, and asks if our existing systems are (still) fit for the 21st century? Can traditional forms of 
academic accountability, such as quality assurance and accreditation, continue to deliver public 
assurance of the quality of institutional performance or are new/different forms required? How do we 
balance different perspectives with expanding societal demands? There are three sections. Part 1 
situates growing concerns about accountability and transparency in the context of the massification, 
internationalisation and globalisation of higher education. Part 2 discusses some theoretical and policy 
issues, looking at Ireland as example of the overall trend. Part 3 concludes with a review of emerging 
questions around quality, performance and accountability in the global era. 

 

1. Massification, Globalisation and Internationalisation 
The US had the first mass system of higher education, beginning in the aftermath of world War 2, but 
massification is now evident everywhere. Over the last fifty years, the combination of demographic 
growth, economic and labour market changes, globalisation and internationalisation have pushed up 
demand for higher education participation, and for graduates. Everywhere, our (higher) education 
systems have been transformed, spurred by the recognition that education is key to driving 
sustainable social and economic growth, empowering personal satisfaction and success, and 
improving societal outcomes. Despite the lingering effects of the 2008 financial crisis and the Great 
Recession, across OECD countries, there is on-going evidence for increased demand for highly skilled 
people, with skill gaps already appearing in some EU Member States (Eurostat, 2017a). The rise in the 
number of graduates has had little impact on the graduate premium (OECD, 2017, 106-111). Perhaps 
as Carnevale et al (2013, 7) argue, “[e]mployers are still willing to pay more for the college degree – a 
symbol of a worker’s attainment of the knowledge, skills, and abilities that improve productivity”. 
 
These dynamics help explain the continuing rise in gross enrolment rates, which increased from 
around 10% in 1970 to over 35% by 2015 (World Bank, 2016). This trend is buttressed by an on-going 
upswing in students as a percentage of the world’s population, forecast to rise from 4% in 2012 to 
10% by 2040 (Calderon, 2012; Maslen, 2012). While the “relationship between demography – or more 
specifically the size of the younger age cohorts – and higher education enrolment levels is a complex 
one”, the number of tertiary students has risen from 100m in 2000 to 207m today, and is estimated 
to climb to more than 262m by 2025 (UNESCO, 2017). Amongst EU-28 countries, there were 19.5m 
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tertiary education students in 2015, compared with 11m in 1992 (Teichler & Bürger, 2005), of which 
7.2% were following short-cycle tertiary courses, 61.4% were studying for Bachelor’s degrees, 27.8% 
for Master’s degrees and 3.7% for Doctoral degrees (Eurostat, 2017a). It is anticipated that 
demographic change will see a gradual reduction in the number of domestic students, but this is likely 
to be offset by increases in participation rates to hitherto under-represented groups, greater numbers 
of international students, and life-long learning (LLL) – in other words by on-going massification. The 
“political will [exists] to pursue the expansion of higher education systems in most countries”, and 
there is “still significant potential for growth in participation in many countries” (Vincent-Lancrin, 
2008b, 52).  
 
Today, across OECD countries, educational attainment rates among 25-34 year olds have reached 43% 
compared with only 26% in 2000. Among EU-28 countries, 33.4% of those aged 25–54 have attained 
a tertiary qualification (Eurostat, 2017b), and the EU 2020 Strategy aims to push the proportion of 30–
34year-olds to 40% (Eurostat, 2017c). As education opportunities have expanded, so has the diversity 
of the student cohort. Until the 1990s, males outnumbered female students (Vincent-Lancrin, 2008a). 
Since then, the pattern has reversed with expectations that women will be in the majority, albeit 
statistics hide differences in terms of field and careers (Sursock, 2015). The socio-economic 
composition of tertiary education is also broadening, with greater numbers of new communities of 
students, older students studying while learning, part-time and on-line students, international and 
transnational students, and new immigrant groups. As life expectancy improves, there will be on-going 
demand for continual education and retraining opportunities.  
 
International student mobility has been another impactful trend. The number of foreign students in 
tertiary education worldwide has risen from 0.8 million (late 1970s) to 4.6 million (today) to 8m (2025). 
While OECD countries continue to attract 73% of all students enrolled abroad, the international 
market is “dividing up quite differently with countries like Japan [and some European countries] 
getting a larger share” and the US is losing out proportionately (ICEF, 2015; OECD, 2014; Fisher, 2017). 
While there are various factors affecting student choice, one of the biggest is quality or rather 
“perceptions” of quality, which is where global rankings, reputation and quality intersect (Hazelkorn, 
2015, 88-89); this can include institutional prestige or country profile and whether the qualification 
will be recognized by future employers. 
 
These developments have correspondingly led to spectacular growth in the number and range of 
tertiary educational programmes and providers, with boundaries between public and private blurring. 
While the exact number of institutions is hard to pin down, the World Higher Education Database 
(WHED) suggests there are 18,500 degree awarding institutions today,1 while others report as many 
as 26,368 “universities”. It is estimated that in 2009, the last year for which comprehensive data is 
available, 31% of students worldwide were enrolled in private (both non-profit and for-profit) higher 
education (PHE) (Middlehurst & Fielden, 2011, 3; Hazelkorn, 2016). Western Europe has resisted the 
push towards PHE due to societal support for the social-economy agenda and the fact that public 
universities are seen as the most prestigious. This has meant that across the EU-27, the PHE share 
represents only c.12% provision, with a modestly higher share for Europe more broadly defined (Levy, 
2012). A related but different phenomena are branch campuses, which have increased from 84 in 
2000 to approximately 311 in 2017, catering for approximately 180,000 students (Mok et al, 2017). 
Whatever the actual figure, what is clear is that the number and diversity of tertiary providers has 
grown dramatically over recent decades with “almost all regulatory bodies or quality assurance 
agencies mak[ing] little distinction between public and private institutions” (Mohamedbhai, 2017). 
 
Globalisation and internationalisation have introduced other changes and challenges. Because higher 
education’s talent and knowledge productive capacity and capability is co-dependent with national 
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requirements for mobile talent, services and products, higher education has been “drawn into the 
logic of capitalist expansion and world market-making” (Robertson et al., 2016). A globalised economy 
has certain pre-requisites and inter-dependencies around mobility flows, e.g. recognition of 
credentials and quality assurance; standard setting and guidelines; data infrastructure, definition and 
collection; credit transfer and accumulation systems; etc.  

Increasing compatibility and comparability across national education systems is a 
prerequisite for international student mobility. Educational accreditation standards 
and information play an important role in removing barriers to student exchanges and 
supporting the global market for advanced skills. International co-operation in this 
field is essential (OECD, 2017, 296). 
 

Accordingly, a wide array of bi-lateral and international agreements, frameworks and organisations 
have evolved over recent decades (Gallagher, 2010; Salmi, 2015). Together, a rules-based global 
architecture to enable, support and sustain trans-nationalising education and research is emerging in 
much the same way as the World Trade Organization (1995) deals with the “rules of trade between 
nations” in order to “help producers of goods and services, exporters, and importers conduct their 
business” (WTO) or the World Intellectual Property Organization (1967) “lead[s] the development of 
a balanced and effective international intellectual property (IP) system that enables innovation and 
creativity for the benefit of all” (WIPO). Trust and (re)assurance around quality is the essential 
lubricant.  
 
This growing complexity of the global system has transformed higher education and reframed its 
relationship to the state and society in each country. Whereas historically the state provided for the 
needs of universities, today the university provides for the needs of society (Hazelkorn, 2017, 13-14; 
Dill  and Beerkens,  2010, 4). Nation-states remain the primary arena of/for higher education, but 
higher education systems are open systems, with HEIs operating as global players within and across a 
multi-dimensional, multi-level and multi-lateral paradigm (Enders, 2004). Boundaries are necessarily 
permeable. Indeed, the enormity of the educational enterprise has meant many practices previously 
taken for granted, and enshrined as “principles” of academic life – such as collegiality, self-assessment, 
self-reporting and peer review, and self-governance – have all come under pressure and challenge. 
What was possible and normal for a small elite system, with students of similar socio-economic and 
cultural backgrounds, comprising c.5% of the population are extremely challenging for more complex 
systems and societies anticipating rates of over 60%, if not beyond. Thus, many emergent tensions 
and conflicts derive from and reflect the sheer logic of complex decision-making and massified 
systems, as well as changes in expectations around the “social contract” – the role and purpose of 
(higher) education in/for society and the economy. As Trow (1974, 91) noted, as the system expands 
in terms of students and providers, matters of higher education come  

to the attention of larger numbers of people, both in government and in the public… 
[they will] have other, often quite legitimate, ideas about where public funds should 
be spent, and, if given to higher education, how they should be spent.  

 
Together with the desire to ensure “more rapid responses from institutions of higher education” to 
societal requirements (Neave, 1998, 2012), higher education organisations and management have, by 
necessity, been required to acquire greater professionalization with corresponding changes in 
structures and leadership. There has been a parallel re-balancing of relations between higher 
education and the state. 
 
Concerns about quality and standards, effectiveness and efficiency, and regulation and governance 
(within institutions and at the system level) – to name but a few key issues – are matters which now 
concern constituencies far beyond the jurisdiction of higher education. Once higher education is 
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recognised and promoted as the “engine of the economy” (Castells, 1996), then how it is governed 
and managed, along with matters of performance and productivity, necessarily comes to the fore. As 
King (2018) says, “the very centrality of higher education outcomes for national competitiveness and 
prosperity, and the taxpayer and consumer funds that are deployed for support, require that 
universities and colleges are subject to levels of public scrutiny.”  Institutions regularly engage in 
benchmarking, while countries look for international comparability and solutions as they seek to 
“develop policies to enhance individuals’ social and economic prospects, provide incentives for 
greater efficiency in schooling, and help to mobilise resources to meet rising demands” (OECD, 2017, 
3). Pursuance and assessment of quality and excellence have become geopolitical matters. Which 
bring us to issues of transparency and accountability.  
 

2. The Accountability and Transparency Agenda 
Over recent decades, the concepts of accountability and transparency have taken centre stage in 
public and policy discourse. The Merran Webster Dictionary (2017) defines accountability as not 
simply accounting for or recording one’s activities, but actually acknowledging both the obligation and 
the responsibility to be accountable. For Bovens (2003), contemporary concerns about accountability 
“has moved beyond its bookkeeping origins and has become a symbol for good governance, both in 
the public and in the private sector.” Hence, there is an emphasis on being transparent – being 
responsive and answerable as well as being straightforward and truthful, – for one’s actions. Bovens 
et al. (2014, 16) argue that these issues are associated with the “ever increasing complexity of 
governance” as well as broader concerns about elites and the misuse of public funds, “fuelled by 
scandal and perceived misuse of authority in both the private and public sectors” (Leveille, 2013, 6).  
Others have tied accountability to the rise of neo-liberalism and new public management (NPM), and 
the adoption of private corporate mechanisms to public sector organizations, not just higher 
education (King, 2009, 42). A key influence has been the view that the market and competitive 
principles are a more effective mechanism to effect change, and bring about greater efficiency and 
benefit for customers and consumers, including students. It is operationalized in terms of control and 
power, often with respect to resource allocation (Morrell, 2009). A strong evaluative culture has 
materialised, with an emphasis on measuring, assessing, comparing and benchmarking performance 
and productivity – using a preponderance of quantitative indicators in a variety of “governance 
indices” – to drive, monitor and evaluate behaviour as well as focusing on/funding outputs, outcomes 
and impacts rather than inputs (Neave, 2012; Dahler-Larsen, 2011; Erkkila & Piironen, 2009).  
 
Over the years, governments have extracted themselves from direct control, ownership and/or 
management of (public) services. Governance has shifted from top-down intervention – in some cases 
micro-management – to an indirect softer, steering from a distance (Erkkilä, 2007). However, recent 
concerns about the limits of the market in many domains, such as banking and financial services, 
especially in the aftermath of the global financial crisis, have provoked concerns about insufficient 
oversight. In such instances, governments have stepped up their role, endeavouring to (re)regulate in 
order to ensure a closer alignment with societal and national objectives. The changed relationship 
between the state and its various agencies reflects a broader transformation in public attitudes 
towards public services and the level of tax required to support them, as well as the degree of public 
trust between different sectors of society (Ferlie et al., 2008), and public interest in the effective and 
efficient use of public resources and the contribution and value back to society. This helps explain the 
broader movement towards enhanced democratic governance, and political accountability (Lijphart, 
1999, 279).  
 
With respect to higher education, a war-of-words has opened up in many countries around 
educational relevance, graduate attributes, and the contribution of research as higher education 
institutions are accused of being too self-serving and insufficiently interested in student learning or 
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outcomes (Hazelkorn and Gibson, 2017). These issues speak to concerns about holding higher 
education accountable and responsible  

to the public for quality. It is about meeting the needs of students, society and 
government. It is about the effectiveness and performance of colleges and 
universities as well as their transparency of their efforts. Accountability is about 
higher education serving the public interest and about higher education as a public 
trust (Eaton, 2016, 325). 

 
Higher education has traditionally relied on peer-review and self-reporting, and has asked the public 
to trust this form of accountability. But, this system no longer seems adequate. The absence of 
acceptable, appropriate or sufficient (independent or external verification) mechanisms and tools has 
been the source of growing public distrust. Rankings have emerged to fill the gap; but their 
methodology is unsuitable, the indicators are insufficiently meaningful, and the data is unreliable. 
Their over-emphasis on research and elite universities has also made them educationally and politically 
contestable.  
 
These concerns have re-focused attention on the “social contract” between higher education and the 
“society of which it is a part” (Zumeta, 2011, 134), and the extent to which that bargain is being upheld 
and interests balanced – sometimes portrayed as emergent tensions between (university) autonomy 
vs. (societal) accountability (Scott, 1995; Estermann & Nokkala, 2009). The European University 
Association acknowledged that the current debate around “institutional autonomy” reflects the  

constantly changing relations between the state and higher education institutions 
and the degree of control exerted by the state…in response to the demands of 
society and the changing understanding of public responsibility for higher education 
(Estermann & Nokkala, 2009, 6). 

 
Several surveys and studies in the US and UK highlight public concerns around credential relevance, 
career readiness and cost vs. price (Public Agenda, 2016; HEFCE, 2010; Immerwahr & Johnson, 2010; 
Lumina, 2013; Ipsos MORI, 2010). In a survey for the US Association of College and University 
Governing Boards (AGB), about 57% of members agree/strongly agree that public perceptions of 
higher education have declined over the past 10 years (Gallup, 2017). European students have said 
they favour independent reports on the quality of universities and programmes to help them to decide 
where to study (Eurobarometer, 2009, 5). Ideological as well as deepening cultural divides, as 
evidenced by recent elections in the US, UK, France and other countries, have fed a narrative about 
higher education’s isolation from the communities and regions on which they rely and in which they 
reside (Pew Research Center, 2017; Inglehart & Norris, 2016).  
 
Ireland is an example of this seismic shift (Costello and Hazelkorn, 2018). From 3,200 students at the 
beginning of the 19th century attending five universities, there are around 170,000 students today, 
estimated to rise to 182,000 by 2020 and 211,000 by 2028. Over the last sixty years, participation rates 
have risen from about 10% at the beginnings of the 1960s to 20% by 1980 and about 60% today, which 
places Ireland at the upper end of EU and OECD benchmarking levels (Clancy, 2015, 36; HEA, 2015). 
Fundamental to this expansion has been sustained policy emphasis on widening access at increasingly 
advanced levels, from the introduction of free secondary education in the mid–1960s to free 
undergraduate education in 1996. Today, there are seven universities, and fourteen Institutes of 
Technology (IoT), alongside a small number of other publicly-aided institutions (HEA, 2016).  
 
Initially funding on a combined input and legacy model, over the last decade or so, three broad 
approaches have been adopted for monitoring and steering.  
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1. Performance via greater transparency, using greater levels of reporting on what is being 
delivered by higher education, such as regarding graduate outcomes, student feedback, 
quality reviews, etc.;  

2. Performance via funding, using particular targets to widen access or reduce drop out, etc.; 
and  

3. Performance assessment via compacts, using a set of guidelines and a process of negotiated 
agreements or compacts. 

 
Often overlapping, there has nonetheless been an evolution from remote or hands-off governance 
towards more direct steerage in response to the changed economic and political climate. The idea for 
formalizing the “social contract” between Ireland’s HEIs and society was recommended in the 
National Strategy for Higher Education to 2030. It referred to the desire to establish a  

new contractual relationship or service level agreement…to ensure that the 
requirements for performance, autonomy and accountability are aligned (DES, 2011, 
14). 

 
While there has been a strong social justice and equity component to Irish education policymaking 
since the foundation of the state in 1922 (Hazelkorn et al, 2015), formally embedding national 
objectives as a strategic purpose into higher education policy marked a radical departure. 
 
IoT institutions had been established between 1967 and 2000 with the mission to underpin economic 
development (GoI, 1967; Walsh, 2009). In contrast, the universities had a broader remit; however, 
since 1997, they have had a legislative requirement “to support and contribute to the realisation of 
the national and social development” (Universities Act, 1997). Recent developments have 
strengthened this component. The government has formally articulated societal requirements in the 
form of a performance framework (DES, 2013). In turn, HEIs are asked, through a series of institutional 
submissions, discussions and negotiations, called strategic dialogue, to affirm how, according to their 
mission, they will meet these objectives. The forthcoming revised resource allocation model is likely 
to endorse these linkages more directly.  
 
A big factor behind these developments has been the depth of the global financial crisis and the 
resulting Irish banking collapse, which elevated concerns around cost, effectiveness, efficiency and 
impact to a national obsession as taxpayers experienced tax hikes and cuts to salary and services.2 
This has fed broader public, political and media discordance with what is perceived as the 
unwillingness of various organisations and elites, in receipt of public funds or benefit, to be fully 
transparent with respect to the use of these funds and/or benefits (see disputes over the Charities 
sector for example, Quinn, 2016). The failure by one university to respond to what were seen as 
legitimate allegations of financial irregularities by whistle-blowers, which included preferential 
payments to senior staff, provoked a fire-storm of critical commentary. Newspaper reports and a 
television programme raised a number of questions about public accountability, and there were 
animated discussions at the parliamentary Public Accounts Committee, especially when it was 
revealed that several presidents of different HEIs had been less than forthcoming in their answers or 
material provided (RTE, 2017). The events have led to the entire sector coming under increased public 
scrutiny. A formal teaching evaluation, modelled perhaps on the UK Teaching Excellence Framework 
(McGrath, 2017), has been mooted as well as legislative changes strengthening the regulatory 
authority of the Higher Education Authority (O’Brien, 2017).  
 
The extent to which these incidents suggest a lack of political or social awareness and/or represent a 
sector’s “own goal” is certainly warranted. However, more significantly, these developments signal 
meaningful changes around public trust in colleges/universities and elites, and shifting boundaries 
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around the public interest in higher education. Twenty years ago, when the Universities Act 1997 was 
introduced, they were able to whip up considerable public and political support strengthening 
university autonomy; no such lobby exists today. Hence, regardless of whether students and the 
“public” genuinely distrust higher education or policy makers, the media or government officials are 
encouraging such distrust, no longer matters; a problem exists and is affecting higher education (Eaton, 
2018). 
 

3.  Emerging Issues in the Global Era 
Defining and maintaining quality, guided by norms of peer review, has been a cornerstone of the 
academy since the 17th century, underpinning academic-professional self-regulation and self-
governance (Rowland, 2002, 248). University autonomy has been an important symbol of 
independence of thought and decision-making, enabling the academy to shape its curriculum and 
research, be the primary determinant of quality, and speak “truth to power”, even in politically 
challenging environments. University autonomy was re-affirmed in the Bologna Declaration with 
reference to the Magna Charta Universitatum (1988),3 and it continues to be recognised as a core 
principle in most national legislation as well as by the European Commission.  
 
These values were further strengthened by the Bologna Process, and enshrined in quality assurance 
processes which are built around institutional ownership of quality with assessment mechanisms 
which aim to enhance rather than enforce quality. Since 2005, key components of institutional based 
and oriented quality assurance have been reinforced by adoption of qualifications frameworks at the 
European and national levels, recognition and the promotion of learning outcomes, and the paradigm 
shift towards student-centred learning and teaching. These actions have been underpinned by the 
European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education (ENQA) and the European Quality 
Assurance Register for Higher Education (EQAR), and formalised in the European Standards and 
Guidelines for Quality Assurance across the European Higher Education Area. Over the years, a meta-
structure (Maassen & Stensaker, 2011) has emerged, “reinforced by the international tide of ‘new 
governance’ that enthused national governments…[and which] stressed transparency, accountability, 
and value-for-money for taxpayer-funded expenditure” far beyond the European Union (King, 2018). 
Ensuring qualifications are of high quality and internationally comparable and transferable is a 
precondition for participation in the global economy and for talent mobility. With the surge in the 
number and range of educational programmes, and providers, inter alia for-profit and 
transnational/cross-border higher education, there are corresponding concerns about standards, 
ethics, and consumer protection. While quality and pursuit of excellence are institutional strategic 
goals, they are also national and global goals – albeit with slightly different implications (Eaton, 2016). 
In this environment, there has been a growing dissatisfaction with the usefulness, robustness and 
comparability of traditional collegial mechanisms.  
 
Several issues come to the fore.4  
 
First, quality is a complex term, and “despite the fact that the concept is used widely, there is no 
agreed-upon definition…or how it should be measured, much less improved. Everyone has their own 
perspective, as evidenced by the different approaches, methodologies, and choice of indicators” 
(Hazelkorn, Coates & McCormick, 2018; Valeikienė, 2017). Emphasis has primarily been on teaching 
and learning, and research, but increasingly quality extends beyond internal matters and reflects the 
capacity and capability of higher education to meet a variety of societal needs and demands. 
Collectively these different attributes matter because of the significance of (higher) education for 
national competitiveness and global positioning; hence there is increasingly, a geo-political aspect to 
quality.  It is often used in association or conterminously with “excellence” as if to assert or emphasize 
the objective of quality. This means that quality is effectively shaped by who-ever decides, by the 
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choice of methodology (qualitative or quantitative) and the indicators – rather than on the basis of 
standards. This means quality is variable – a cause of perplexity and unhappiness. As academics, we 
may understand why that is so and why context matters, but to others this seems to be just a(nother) 
form of obfuscation.  
 
Second, quality assurance has been the mainstay of the academy, but the inability to provide 
comparability and to provide evidence in a usable and easily digestible format has become a major 
handicap. In the US, accreditation has come up against similar challenges. Without doubt, promotion 
of and embedding a quality culture is a vital first step, especially for countries and institutions with no 
history or understanding of these issues (Sursock, 2003). Academic self-reporting and self-governance 
requires taking meaningful ownership of quality management by placing responsibility onto higher 
education. But the emergence of a coterie of internationally mobile peer-reviewers – a quality 
“industry” – carries many of the same limitations inherent in peer-review for research. Moreso, despite 
its observable virtues, quality assurance is often seen as being/becoming too process-oriented and 
insufficiently focused on outcomes.  Indeed, it often seems that process of assessing and monitoring 
is just that – a process, which is arguably an inefficient use of public resources and people’s time, a 
system which benefits the academy (which has a proclivity towards process-oriented actions) more 
than students or society, and is not scalable in any meaningful way.  
 
Third, while quality-standards remain important, higher education is now being asked additional 
questions about performance and productivity which get to the heart of the matter. Performance 
involves questions of how well the institutions operate vis-à-vis their goals and those of society; hence, 
focus is on actual outcomes and outputs rather than simply the process. While quality assurance 
focused traditionally on individual institutions, performance-related deliberations have shifted 
attention onto academic and professional staff and students. There has been a long history of 
measuring research activity, but questions are now being asked about what academics produce 
through their teaching, and issues of academic outputs and outcomes, such as progression and 
graduate employment. This may be a welcome rejoinder to global rankings which overwhelmingly 
focus on research but it speaks directly to public and political perceptions about what academics do 
all day or all year. Thus, what people want to know is how effectively students are learning, what they 
are achieving, and how personnel, institutions and the systems overall help students to succeed.  
 
Fourth, assessing and evaluating performance is both a controversial and complex process. Traditional 
approaches have relied on collegiality, expert judgment, and peer review. More quantitative and 
externally-driven approaches have emerged in recent decades, including, inter alia, international as 
well as national rankings and bibliometric systems; multi-dimensional profiling and classification tools; 
teaching excellence, learning gain initiatives, and wider usage of learning analytics; government 
databases and “scorecards” alongside open-source websites; institution- and even department- or 
field-based approaches; and  national and international benchmarking frameworks such as that 
proposed by the OECD (Hazelkorn & Gibson, 2018). At a national level, various countries are 
experimenting with re-constructing the “social contract” using a set of negotiations, such as 
performance agreements or compacts. While the latter enables both government and institutions to 
set goals (apropos the Irish case aforementioned), this approach can’t respond either to wider 
demands for international comparability. Students have been an important part of the process. But, 
as our systems become even more diverse, participation of third-parties, including business and 
employers, becomes inevitable. Indeed, new technologies make the participation of citizens easier 
than ever.  
 
Finally, each approach has shortcomings and is controversial in some way, but they all reflect growing 
frustration with the inability to identify an acceptable and transparent approach for assessing, 
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measuring, comparing and thus improving higher education outcomes for students and society. The 
significance of these different instruments for underpinning and governing international higher 
education is illustrated by the fact that actions – involving myriad players: higher education 
institutions and organisations, academics and governments as well as a web of knowledge intelligence 
businesses – are now being progressed, with great urgency, at national as well as at international and 
supra-national levels. No doubt the challenges associated with this rapidly expanding and diverse 
“brave new world” are problematic but it could be argued that the academy’s grip on “quality” has 
been overtaken by events. There is, therefore, an imperative on universities and colleges, of all 
missions, and around the world, to “start driving the bus”, if they are to being left on the side of the 
road.  
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are recognized by their national competent bodies.  
2 Funding levels for higher education collapsed at the same time that student demand increased, resulting in a significant 
decline in funding per student, dropping from about €12,000 per student in 2008 to a little over €9,000 by 2015, and 
unemployment rose from about 4 percent in 2008 to over 12 percent by 2012. 
3 “The university is an autonomous institution at the heart of societies differently organised because of geography and 
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of the world around it, its research and teaching must be morally and intellectually independent of all political authority and 
intellectually independent of all political authority and economic power.” Magna Charta, 1988.   
4 This section draws on issues raised in Hazelkorn, Coates & McCormick, 2018.  
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