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Abstract 
This paper intends to analyse the perceptions of academics and professional 
management/administration staff about the actors and factors which were determinant in the creation 
and development of internal quality assurance systems in Portuguese higher education institutions. 
The empirical data used in this paper were collected through an online survey, distributed in the 
academic year 2014/2015 to the entire population of teaching staff and professional 
managers/administrators (working at the level of ‘qualified technician’ or similar) from both the public 
and private sectors. Findings show that the most important factors for the creation and development of 
internal quality assurance systems have been the legal requirements and demands from the higher 
education accreditation agency and the promotion of continuous improvement of the institution’s 
quality. The accreditation agency also stood out as the most important actor. Within institutions, the 
importance of actors decreases as we move down the hierarchy, while external stakeholders are 
deemed to have had little importance. These results seem to be corroborated by the respondents’ 
perceptions of the institutional quality culture shaped by these quality practices, with respondents 
relating the culture more with compliance with external requirements and centrally managed 
processes than with internally driven processes aiming at improving self-awareness and reflection. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  
In Portugal, the reform of quality assurance in higher education (Law 38/2007) required institutions to 
develop an internal quality assurance policy, a culture of quality and quality assurance in their 
activities and a strategy for continuous quality improvement. It also set minimum standards for the 
functioning of a higher education institution and a study programme, thus replacing a previous system 
of quality assurance which had no visible consequences for the operations and educational offer of 
higher education institutions, for example in terms of closure of programmes not meeting minimum 
quality criteria The Portuguese Agency for Assessment and Accreditation of Higher Education (A3ES) 
was established in 2009 to implement this new system through assessment and accreditation 
exercises meant to clean the system of sub-standard educational provision. Additionally, the A3ES 
has been encouraging and supporting institutions to implement internal quality assurance systems and 
has initiated an exercise for their certification. As a result, most higher education institutions have 
created such systems albeit in different degrees of formalisation [1] [2]. Both the new legal framework 
and the operations of the Portuguese quality agency have been oriented by the European Standards 
and Guidelines [3] for quality assurance in higher education. 

According to the European standards and guidelines for quality assurance and the Portuguese 
agency’s recommendations, the development of internal quality assurance systems was supposed to 
involve the participation of interested parties, both internal and external. Previous research [2] has 
highlighted that Portuguese institutions were confident and positive about the participation of internal 
stakeholders, while external panels, which assessed institutions’ internal quality assurance systems, 
considered that this participation was insufficient. Similarly, institutional actors and external evaluators 
had contradictory perceptions about the level of participation of external stakeholders. A first objective 
of this paper is to analyse the weight of different actors in the development of internal quality 
assurance systems. 

The above mentioned change of the legal framework was a factor that institutions had to respond to in 
order to comply with the new legal requirements. However, other factors of an intrinsic nature may 
have also been determinant for institutions to develop such systems. Specifically, a desire to improve 
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the institution’s recognition, competitiveness, innovation capacity, and so on may have also played a 
part. This assumption relies on descriptions of quality assurance as a process which pursues several 
objectives, the most important ones being accountability and improvement, the former outward-looking 
and the latter inward-looking. Harvey and Newton [4] state that accountability is “illusory” as a quality 
destination, that is, quality itself will not necessarily be an end result of quality assurance if 
accountability is the main objective. This is because the purpose which quality assurance for 
accountability fulfils is related to demonstrating to the interested parties that the institution meets the 
minimum required standards in its operations. Harvey and Newton claim that such a purpose does not 
lie at the essential heart of quality. Instead, improvement of the student experience should be the 
central business of quality assurance, according to these authors. This requires creating the 
conditions which foster sustained change in higher education institutions. Therefore, a second 
objective of the paper is to understand which factors emerged as most important for the creation and 
development of internal quality assurance practices in Portuguese higher education institutions.  

The paper examines the perceptions of two internal stakeholders (academics and professional 
managers/administration staff) regarding the significance of specific factors, as well as the 
participation and importance of different actors, including themselves, in the development of internal 
quality assurance systems. Academics were chosen because they are deemed to be at the ‘heart of 
academic work’ [5]. Moreover, previous literature has reported reservations on the part of academics 
to quality assurance processes because these latter are perceived as disjointed from academic work 
[6] [7] [8], as an additional burden to which they react as if they were “feeding the beast” [6] [7] or as a 
game to be played for compliance purposes [9]. Fourie and Alt [10] warned that if quality assurance 
was not integrated into the core activities of academic staff it may in fact damage quality, and meet 
academics’ resistance. For this reason, the participation of academic staff in the development of 
internal quality assurance systems could ensure that these systems are designed in such a way as to 
respond to academics’ real concerns rather than to end up as bureaucratic box-ticking exercises. This 
is even more relevant because the involvement of teaching staff in the development of internal quality 
assurance appears correlated with a positive impact on teaching and learning in academics’ 
perceptions [11]. 

Professional managers/administration staff have been a less researched group than academics in 
relation to quality assurance. Since managers/administrators play a key role in the creation, 
formalisation and implementation of internal quality assurance systems, their views are also worth 
exploring to see how they compare with those of academics. The expectation is that these two 
stakeholders will have a different view of the factors and actors determinant for the development of 
internal quality assurance systems according to their own interest and role in higher education.  

Additionally, this paper examines the perceptions of both academics and professional 
managers/administration staff on the quality culture being promoted at their institutions by the 
implementation of these internal quality assurance practices. We expect that the above mentioned 
changes in the legal framework and the institutions’ need to comply with the legal requirements of 
A3ES will likely result in the promotion of a quality culture which is more externally driven and centrally 
managed than the result of a genuine internal concern with quality improvement. This perception is 
likely to be even more prevalent among academics, which are traditionally more sceptic about the 
implementation of quality assurance systems in the academia, than among professional 
managers/administration staff. In previous studies [12], the latter were found to be more positive about 
the impact of quality assurance than academic staff. 

2 METHODOLOGY 
The empirical data used in this paper were collected through an online survey, distributed in the 
academic year 2014/2015 to the entire population of academics and of professional 
managers/administration staff working at the level of ‘qualified technician’ (or similar) from both the 
public and private sectors. The survey returned 1661 answers from academics (around 5% of the 
Portuguese academic population) and 399 answers from professional/administration staff (Table 1).  

The participants were asked to rate on a five-point Likert scale their evaluation of the importance of 
the following actors in the development of internal quality assurance (1= Not at all; 2= To a small 
extent; 3= To some extent; 4= To a high extent; 5= To a very high extent; Do not know/Not 
applicable):  

1 European Union;  
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2 A3ES (National agency for evaluation and accreditation of higher education);  

3 top leadership (Rectoral Team / Presidency of the Polytechnic);  

4 middle-managers (faculty Deans, School/Department/Course managers);  
5 teaching staff; 

6 non-teaching staff;  

7 students; 

8 external stakeholders 

Table 1.  Sample distribution. 

 Public Sector Private Sector Missing Total 

Academics 1246 361 54 1661 

Professional Staff 330 56 13 399 

Regarding the importance of factors, the options were:  

1 legal requirements and demands from the higher education accreditation agency (A3ES);  
2 promoting continuous improvement of the institution’s quality;  

3 establishing a system of sanctions and rewards;  

4 accountability towards society;  

5 promoting the institution’s competitiveness;  
6 promoting the institution’s social recognition;  

7 promoting a favourable environment for innovation.  

As for the quality culture being promoted by the implementation of quality assurance practices at their 
institutions, the respondents could rate (using the same five-point Likert scale) their perceptions on the 
following options: 

1 Internal processes to improve self-awareness and reflection on the institution. 

2 Quality assurance processes which are centrally managed and guided by external 
requirements. 

3 Vague and occasional processes, manifesting a superficial commitment to quality. 

The analysis of answers was based on statistical techniques. Through descriptive statistics 
respondents’ perceptions were analysed regarding the importance of the above actors and factors and 
the quality culture resulting from the implementation of quality assurance practices at the institutions. 
Mann–Whitney non-parametric tests were run to test for significant differences between academics 
and professional/ administration staff. 

3 RESULTS 
This section discusses, first, the results regarding respondents’ perceptions of the importance of 
different actors in the development of internal quality assurance practices. Then, it presents 
respondents’ perceptions of the importance of each of the factors mentioned above. It ends with the 
discussion on the perceived quality culture being implemented at the respondents’ institutions. In all 
cases, the differences between academics and professional managers/administration staff are 
analysed and discussed. 

3.1 Actors 
When the respondents were asked about the importance of the different actors in the development of 
internal quality assurance practices, the A3ES stood out as the most important one (4,17) in their 
perceptions (Table 2). Although external to the institutions, this finding clearly indicates the perceived 
weight of this agency inside institutions, since it was purposefully created with the remit of assessing 
and accrediting programmes and institutions and auditing their internal quality assurance systems.  
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Thus, the creation of internal quality assurance practices, encouraged by A3ES, is likely to have been 
perceived as beneficial both in the handling of future programme accreditations and to ensure positive 
outcomes through the formalisation of such practices. 

Within institutions, the importance of actors decreases as we move down the hierarchy. Top 
leadership obtained the highest score (3,96), followed by middle managers (3,78), teaching staff (3,52) 
and non-teaching staff (3,11). This is indicative of the top-down governance structure of Portuguese 
higher education institutions put in place by relatively recent legislation (Law 62/2007) whose 
consequences have been strengthened power of central administration and weakened collegiality [13]. 
The lower importance of non-teaching staff is rather surprising, since they are arguably key agents in 
the administration and operationalisation of internal quality assurance systems. Students appeared 
with a relatively low score (3,27) despite the emphasis on their participation in the ESG and A3ES’s 
guidelines.  

External stakeholders were deemed to be the least important (3,00) which shows that the openness of 
institutions towards the society, as specified in Law 62/2007, is perceived as being still in early stages. 
The high number of missing observations, compared to other actors (probably due to a high number of 
“do not know” answers) is also indicative of the fact that the participation of external stakeholders in 
the internal business of institutions is still both uncommon and largely unknown in Portugal, according 
to respondents’ perceptions.  

Table 2.  Importance of actors in the development of internal quality assurance practices in the 
respondents’ institutions. 

 N valid N missing Mean Median Std. Dev. 

European Union 1330 740 3,00 3,00 0,999 

A3ES (National Agency for Evaluation 
and Accreditation of HEIs) 1471 599 4.17 4,00 0,819 

Top leadership (Rector’s team 
/presidency of the polytechnic) 1440 630 3,96 4,00 0,869 

Middle managers (faculty deans, 
school/department/course managers) 1451 619 3,78 4,00 0,880 

Teaching staff 1475 595 3,52 4,00 1,014 

Non-teaching staff 1360 710 3,11 3,00 1,115 

Students 1410 660 3,27 3,00 1,062 

External stakeholders 1237 833 3,00 3,00 1,053 

There is, however, a significant difference between academics and professional 
managers/administrators (Table 3) as far as their perceptions about the level of importance of external 
stakeholders in the development of quality assurance are concerned. Academics are more sceptical 
about the role of external stakeholders, whereas professional managers/administrators agreed to a 
larger extent about their importance. This difference might be a reflection of the specific and 
differentiated roles that each group performs within the institution and the degree of interaction with 
the surrounding environment. Another significant difference was noted between these groups 
regarding the importance of non-teaching staff: academics, again, attribute a lower importance to them 
than professional managers/administrators. Professional managers/administrators had probably 
identified themselves with the group of non-teaching staff and are more involved in the nitty-gritty 
which the development and implementation of internal quality assurance practices imply, tasks about 
which lay academics may have little awareness. Finally, there are significant differences in the 
perceptions regarding the importance of the European Union. It may be their awareness of the 
influence of the European Standards and Guidelines for quality assurance that explains why 
professional managers/administrators attributed more weight to this actor, suggesting a larger 
participation of this group in the development of internal quality assurance (oriented by these 
guidelines). 
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Table 3.   Means for the importance of actors in the development of internal quality assurance in the 
respondents’ institutions. Differences between academics and professional managers/administrators. 

 Academics Managers/Adm. Sig.  
(Mann-Whitney) 

European Union 2,96 3,20 0,001 
A3ES (National Agency for Evaluation and 
Accreditation of HEIs) 4,17 4,17 0,976 

Top leadership (Rector’s team /presidency 
of the polytechnic) 3,95 4,04 0,141 

Middle managers (faculty deans, 
school/department/course managers) 3,77 3,81 0,546 

Teaching staff 3,50 3,62 0,060 

Non-teaching staff 3,06 3,31 0,002 
Students 3,25 3,39 0,066 

External stakeholders 2,95 3,23 0,000 

3.2 Factors 
Table 4 shows that the most important factor for the creation and development of internal quality 
assurance systems has been the legal requirements and demands from the higher education 
accreditation agency (A3ES) with a mean of 4,11. This is highly consistent with the previously reported 
finding of A3ES as the most important actor in the development of internal quality assurance. The 
promotion of continuous improvement of the institution’s quality came second (4,05). The least 
important factor was deemed to be the establishment of a system of sanctions and rewards (3,01), 
followed by accountability towards society (3,31). These overall results suggest that compliance with 
legislation and with the demands set by the newly created assessment and accreditation agency was 
the main determinant for the creation and development of internal quality assurance practices. Since 
A3ES’s operations and decisions can result in serious consequences for an institution (closure of 
study programmes and even the loss of university status), the results may indicate that the 
establishment of internal quality assurance practices was driven more by fear and less by a wish to 
demonstrate before the society the quality of the institutions’ offer (which is usually associated with the 
implementation of assessment systems in higher education). The fact that the promotion of continuous 
improvement of the institution’s quality came closely in second place reveals that the concern with 
quality was already high on institutions’ agenda (and has always been present in the history of the 
university). However, the need to formalise this concern was apparently triggered by external 
requirements, confirming previous findings [2]. In relation to the most commonly mentioned objectives 
of quality assurance – accountability and improvement - it can, therefore, be argued that the external 
pressure for institutions to be accountable is perceived as powerful, but that this is also accompanied 
by an ongoing agenda of improvement.  

Table 4.  Importance of factors for the creation and development of  
internal quality assurance practices in the respondents’ institutions. 

 N valid N missing Mean Median Std. Dev. 

Legal requirements and demands from the 
national system of evaluation and accreditation 
of higher education (A3ES). 

1495 575 4,11 4,00 0,823 

Promoting continuous improvement of the 
institution’s quality. 1506 564 4,05 4,00 0,83 

Establishing a system of sanctions and rewards. 1419 651 3,01 3,00 1,146 

Accountability towards society. 1416 654 3,31 3,00 1,095 

Promoting the institution’s competitiveness. 1464 606 3,67 4,00 0,977 

Promoting the institution’s social recognition. 1483 587 3,86 4,00 0,927 

Promoting a favorable environment for 
innovation. 1469 601 3,83 4,00 1,043 
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Regarding the differences between the perceptions of academics and of professional 
managers/administration staff (Table 5), it is noteworthy that the latter attributed more importance to 
all factors. However, statistically significant differences were only noted in relation to the following 
factors: establishing a system of sanctions and rewards; accountability towards society, and promoting 
the institution’s competitiveness.  

Table 5.  Means for the importance of factors for the creation and development of internal quality 
assurance practices in the respondents’ institutions. Differences between academics and professional 

managers/administrators. 

 Academics Managers/Adm. Sig.  
(Mann-Whitney) 

Legal requirements and demands from the national system 
of evaluation and accreditation of higher education (A3ES). 4,09 4,17 0,186 

Promoting continuous improvement of the institution’s 
quality. 4,03 4,14 0,076 

Establishing a system of sanctions and rewards. 2,98 3,15 0,038 
Accountability towards society. 3,26 3,53 0,000 
Promoting the institution’s competitiveness. 3,64 3,80 0,012 
Promoting the institution’s social recognition. 3,84 3,93 0,171 

Promoting a favorable environment for innovation. 3,81 3,90 0,161 

3.3 Quality Culture 
Regarding the respondents’ perceptions of the quality culture which is being promoted at their 
institutions by the implementation of the internal quality assurance practices (Table 6), the results 
seem to corroborate the previous findings about the main actors and factors. Even though the 
respondents largely disagree that this implementation merely resulted in the adoption of vague and 
occasional processes which manifest a superficial commitment to quality (2,67), they still tend to 
regard the resulting quality culture as more related with processes which are centrally managed and 
guided by external requirements (3,43) than with internal processes to improve self-awareness and 
reflection on the institution (3,17). These results reflect thus both the greater importance of external 
drivers such as the requirements of A3ES in the adoption of quality assurance practices and the 
comparatively higher involvement of internal stakeholders at higher levels of decision-making, such as 
the top and middle administration, than those stakeholders further down the hierarchy, such as 
teaching and non-teaching staff and students. 

Table 6.  Quality culture promoted by the implementation of  
the internal quality assurance practices in higher education institutions. 

 N valid N missing Mean Median Std. Dev. 

Internal processes to improve self-awareness and 
reflection on the institution. 1429 631 3,17 3,00 1,041 

Quality assurance processes which are centrally 
managed and guided by external requirements. 1369 691 3,43 4,00 0,938 

Vague and occasional processes, manifesting a 
superficial commitment to quality. 1322 738 2,67 3,00 1,127 

As for the differences in the perceptions of academics and of professional managers/administrators on 
the quality culture being promoted by the implementation of the internal quality assurance practices, 
the only statistically significant difference lies in the comparatively higher perception by professional 
managers/administrators of a quality culture reflecting internal processes to improve self-awareness 
and reflection on the institution. This may reflect this group’s comparatively higher involvement in the 
definition of the quality systems at the institutions. However, even the professional 
managers/administrators recognize that, at least for the time being, the quality culture being promoted 
is more of compliance with external factors than one driven by internal factors and resulting in 
increased self-awareness and improvement. 
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Table 7.  Means for the quality culture promoted by the implementation of the internal quality assurance 
practices in the respondents’ institutions. Differences between academics and professional 

managers/administrators. 

 Academics Managers/Adm. Sig.  
(Mann-Whitney) 

Internal processes to improve self-awareness and 
reflection on the institution. 3,15 3,29 0,046 

Quality assurance processes which are centrally 
managed and guided by external requirements. 3,42 3,47 0,585 

Vague and occasional processes, manifesting a 
superficial commitment to quality. 2,67 2,66 0,905 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
The aims of this paper were to analyse the weight of different actors and to understand which factors 
emerged as most important in the creation and development of internal quality assurance practices in 
Portuguese higher education institutions, according to academics’ and professional 
managers/administrators’ perceptions. A3ES not only stood out as the most important actor, but also, 
together with the new legal requirements, as the driving factor for the development of internal quality 
assurance. This finding suggests that the need to formalize internal quality assurance practices may 
not have been felt in the absence of external pressure. However, the weight attributed to the factor 
“continuous improvement of quality” may be a sign that institutions do care about quality and, in this 
sense, the development of internal quality assurance allowed this concern to be addressed formally 
and systematically. Nevertheless, the quality culture being promoted by the implementation of quality 
assurance practices still seems to be more of compliance with external factors than one of internal 
improvement and reflection on institutional quality. Findings thus suggest that more work could be 
done by institutions to engage staff lower down the hierarchy in the development of internal quality 
assurance as a way to ensure institution-wide commitment to quality and less resistance from 
academics. 
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