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Abstract 

Establishment of the national Australian Universities' Quality Agency (AUQA) in 2001 
heralded the second incarnation of 'quality' policy in Australian higher education. The new 
approach contrasts with that of the 1990s in a number of important ways, including the 
involvement of State governments through their accreditation function. Universities are now 
acceding to audits by AUQA with less overt resistance than during the 1990s. New power 
relationships between policy actors and stakeholders at global, national and local levels are 
emerging. 

This paper offers an analysis of new 'quality' policy processes in Australian higher education, 
based largely on interviews with members of the AUQA Board who represent the major 
constituencies of Commonwealth and State governments, business/industry and universities 
('customers' are a notable absence). The analysis reveals that new quality policy processes 
represent not only changing Commonwealth-State relations, which have a long and colourful 
history in Australian education, but a broader 'settlement' as the interests of the various 
constituencies coalesce around new and more complex 'hybrid' forms of market and 
managerial accountability forged by a rationale, made explicit by key policy makers, that a 
national quality audit system will enhance international markets for Australian higher 
education. 

Introduction 

'Quality' has become a global policy discourse, across private and public sectors, including 
education. The multiple and often contradictory discourses which constitute the 
phenomenon of 'quality', however, render its definition problematic. In particular, notions of 
'quality' as excellent standards and 'quality assurance' (QA) as a set of management 
processes are often conflated in policy documents, in practice and in the literature [1]. 
Ultimately, it is argued here that policies on both 'quality' and 'quality assurance' in the public 
sector amount to mechanisms of accountability or indirect steerage which have developed 
as the 'complement' to policies of devolution, decentralisation and deregulation characteristic 
of New Public Management and a prevailing market ideology. In education, the upsurge in 
quality (accountability) policies has been described as evidence of a 'culture of 
performativity' (Ball, 2000), a 'regime of power' (Morley, 2001) and a 'mechanism of 
surveillance' (Henry et al., 2001), all of which point to the emergence of new power relations 
or changes in the politics of education. 

This paper focuses on 'quality' policy in higher education. It examines the particular example 
of the evolution of quality policy in Australian higher education within the context of 
globalisation and internationalisation. It elucidates some of the mechanisms at work during 
the negotiation of a 'settlement' between key stakeholder groups over the production of new 
quality policy text for Australian higher education of the early 2000s. The paper emphasises 
the political processes involved as the national policy text accommodates pressures from 
both 'global' (international) and 'local' (individual institutional) levels, and thus it is located 
within the dynamics of global-local policy networks. The central core of the paper is based 
on empirical data gathered through interviews with members of the new Australian 
Universities Quality Agency (AUQA) Board which was established in 2001. Their 



perspectives of global and international influences, national policy production processes and 
early institutional responses are reported and analysed. Thus, this data represents 'top-
down' perspectives of QA in Australian higher education, to which further research might add 
more 'bottom-up' views from within universities. 

The remainder of the paper is divided into four sections. The first section provides a brief 
overview of the global and international contexts for 'quality' policy, in order to locate the 
policy process under investigation within the wider 'space' of what is happening elsewhere in 
the world. The second section describes a metamorphosis of Australian 'quality' policy 
between the early 1990s and the early 2000s in order to locate the policy process under 
investigation in 'time'; that is to provide an historical background of relevant policy 
antecedents. The third, and largest, section focuses on the dynamics of 'settlement' on new 
national quality policy for the 2000s as reported by AUQA respondents. In the final section, 
the discussion turns from empirical data to a more explicit analysis of power relations 
between global, national and local levels to synthesise a 'bigger picture' of the quality policy 
processes under investigation. 

Global and international contexts for 'quality' policy 

Quality policy and globalisation rose to prominence in educational discourses at the same 
time during the 1990s, suggesting that the two may be intimately bound. One might 
hypothesise that quality policy has become an instrument in setting the parameters for 
educational responses to the phenomenon of globalisation. In higher education, the 
increasing global orientation of quality assurance has been associated with concerns about 
maintaining standards with movement towards mass higher education, as highlighted by 
John Randall, a key player in QA policy in the UK: "Transition to mass higher education is a 
global phenomenon. ... In a borderless higher education system, approaches to defining 
standards and recognising qualifications are, increasingly, global" (Randall, 2002, p. 190). 

Globalisation has been defined as "a process (or set of processes) which embodies a 
transformation in the spatial organization of social relations and transactions - assessed in 
terms of their extensity, intensity, velocity and impact-generating transcontinental or inter-
regional flows and networks of activity and interaction, and the exercise of power" (Held, 
Globatt, McGrew & Perraton, 1999. p. 16). Similarly Marginson and Rhoades (2002, p. 288) 
refer to "the shrinkage of distance and time delays in communications and travel, leading to 
increasingly extensive and intensive global relations". They define globalisation concisely as 
"the development of increasingly integrated systems and relationships beyond the nation 
states", and they emphasise that such relationships include economic, technological, cultural 
and political dimensions. 

In addition to globalisation, attention has turned to accelerating internationalisation of 
(higher) education policy and practices [2]. 'Globalisation' and 'internationalisation' are both 
complex and contested concepts with multiple definitions. Although these terms are 
frequently used interchangeably, more recently they are being differentiated along the lines 
that 'internationalisation' is appropriate where the nation-state remains the essential focus 
and bi- or multi- lateral relationships prevail, whereas 'globalisation' addresses the 
inadequacy of this framework for understanding contemporary processes, and therefore the 
focus turns to the supranational level (Taylor, Rizvi, Lingard, & Henry, 1997). Deem (2001 p. 
7) defines globalisation as "the global spread of business and services as well as key 
economic, social and cultural practices to a world market, often through multi-national 
companies and the internet" and internationalisation as "the sharing of ideas, knowledge and 
ways of doing things in similar ways across different countries". These definitions begin to 
suggest differences between a narrow, economic orientation of globalisation and a broader 
cultural orientation of internationalisation. Other scholars have more explicitly developed this 



distinction in terms of the negative impact of globalisation in the pursuit of unfettered 
capitalism and a single world market compared to the more positive internationalisation with 
its democratic foundations and mutual sharing (Jones, 1998; Welch, 2001; Yang, 2002). 
Certainly, globalisation is increasingly seen in both its technical (time-space compression) 
and ideological (privileging markets) dimensions, although I am not necessarily convinced of 
the negative/positive distinctions between globalisation and internationalisation (as there has 
clearly been evidence of unequal power relations with both) nor of any clearcut dichotomy 
between the two. 

Moving beyond dichotomous distinctions between globalisation and internationalisation, a 
number of scholars have focussed attention on the dynamics of interrelationships within, 
between and above national borders. For example, the dialectic between 'the global' and 'the 
local' has featured in special editions ofComparative Education in 2001 (see especially 
articles by Apple; Dale; Welch) and Higher Education in 2002 (see especially articles by 
Marginson and Rhoades; Rhoades and Sporn). Marginson and Rhoades offer a useful 
conceptual framing for the dynamic interrelationships between global, national and local 
levels. They refer to it as a 'glonacal agency' (glo-na-cal) heuristic, and they posit that at 
each level there are formal agencies and collective human actions that are central to 
understanding globalisation and higher education. Marginson and Rhoades focus on the 
two-way reciprocal interconnections between global, national and local levels as well as the 
distinctiveness of locales, including local resistance to global patterns and an emphasis on 
the fecundity of local institutions. Although the primary focus of this paper is 'national', the 
way in which national 'quality' policy interacts with 'the global' and 'the local' are crucial to the 
analysis, and therefore the paper returns to this 'glonacal agency' heuristic in the final 
discussion. 

In seeking to understand mechanisms of education policy transfer between countries, Dale 
(1999) draws a distinction between traditional policy borrowing and learning, inter-nationally, 
and newer mechanisms of policy transfer which are associated with globalisation. With 
internationalisation, policy transfer is voluntary, explicit, consciously decided and initiated by 
the recipient, and the locus of viability is national where "one country seeks to imitate, 
emulate or copy, bilaterally from another" (p. 9). With the more recent phenomenon of 
globalisation, Dale identifies distinctive mechanisms of 'harmonisation' (collective agreement 
to cede or pool national polices to the region such as the European Union); 'dissemination' 
(setting of policy agendas such as by the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and 
Development - OECD); 'standardisation' (the spread of particular western institutional forms 
of education with universal structures and curriculum); 'installing interdependence' (common 
heritage of humankind, especially movements based on human rights, peace and 
environmental issues); and 'imposition' (compulsion for a particular country to adhere to 
structural adjustment policies of institutions such as the International Monetary Fund and the 
World Bank). All of these mechanisms move the locus of control 'above' the level of any 
individual nation-state to the supranational level. 

Focussing specifically on QA in higher education, Rhoades and Sporn (2002) describe the 
policy borrowing which has occurred from the United States (US) to Europe. In the US the 
private sector, and to a lesser extent state governments, influenced the development of QA 
in higher education through mimetic and coercive processes, although it is important to note 
that there is no national system of quality auditing in the US. Then, in the transfer from the 
US to Europe, professional mechanisms (publications, conferences and consulting) were 
important in creating a normative isomorphism. The United Kingdom (UK) and the 
Netherlands subsequently played leading roles in the translation of QA through other 
national governments to national systems of higher education in Europe. Rhoades and 
Sporn note that the characteristics of European QA reveal the influences from the US in the 
form of "self evaluation, external quality review teams, new assessment methods and 



performance indicators for government policy makers and institutional managers" (2002, p. 
373). They observe that the original intent of policy 'harmonisation' across Europe (as 
identified by Dale) was later rejected as being too problematic and insufficiently sensitive to 
differences between countries, and therefore it was replaced by a policy to foster desired 
convergence and transparency in European qualifications frameworks, which was more 
respectful of different national contexts. 

Looking beyond the US and Europe, Henry, Lingard, Rizvi & Taylor (2001) point to a 
possible global 'model' of QA policy in higher education urged on by international 
organisations such as the OECD, UNESCO, and World Bank. The essence of this 'model' is 
self-evaluation by universities; a meta level of assessment independent of government; peer 
review including site visits from external 'experts'; reporting of results, without rankings, in 
either published or confidential form; and no direct relationship between performance and 
funding to avoid a compliance culture. Suggestions that a 'global' model of quality might be 
emerging leads into the next section where the key features of Australian quality policy for 
universities are identified and then compared to the 'global' model. In announcing the new 
quality policy in Australian higher education for the early 2000s, the Commonwealth Minister 
for education emphasised the growing importance of the global context for quality policy: 
"Australia is part of a global community delivering higher education and the increased 
emphasis on quality assurance is a global phenomenon" (Kemp, 1999, p. 5). 

A metamorphosis of Australian 'quality' policy (1990s to 2000s) 

New quality policy for Australian higher education of the 2000s represents a metamorphosis 
from Australia's first such policy of the early 1990s. Not only are the policy parameters 
different in significant ways, but the reaction of the sector is also significantly different, to the 
extent that overt resistance to earlier quality reviews of 1993 to 1995 has largely transformed 
into enthusiasm by (many) universities to be audited sooner rather than later. At a minimum, 
universities are acceding to audits in a way which was barely imaginable less that a decade 
before. The policy discourses and power relationships are changing. Why and how? 

Arguably, while the first incarnation of Australian quality policy of the early 1990s focussed 
on management reforms within universities, the second incarnation represents a more 
complex coupling of managerial accountability with market forms of accountability. The 
emphasis on marketing is set in a context of reduced Commonwealth Government funding, 
particularly since the conservative Coalition Government gained power in 1996, and 
therefore universities have been forced to actively seek more private sources of income 
especially from overseas. New quality policy is couched in terms of providing a mechanism 
to inform customer choice, including enhancing market credibility for Australian higher 
education on the international scene. Governments have not 'backed off' from control of 
universities as might be assumed with the discourses of market deregulation, but they are 
assuming an active role in the management of these higher education markets, thereby 
creating new forms of regulation over universities. The issue of the complex coupling of 
deregulation and regulation will be taken up again in the concluding discussion, but in the 
meantime the essential features of new Australian quality policy for the 2000s are identified 
and compared with both the earlier Australian approach and the 'global model'. 

The centrepiece of new Australian quality policy is the Australian Universities Quality Agency 
(AUQA). It conducts quality audits of Australia's 38 publicly funded universities as well as 
audits of the accreditation function of the various State Offices of Higher Education [3]. 
AUQA is an independent company with approximately one-third representation from the 
Commonwealth Government, one-third from the States and one-third from universities. 
AUQA appoints auditors to conduct its assessments of each institution every five years. For 
the higher education sector this means 8 universities per year are audited, and for each a 



public report is produced as an external validation of an initial institutional self-assessment. 
The policy seeks to avoid ranking universities and even those interested parties, such as the 
media, who try to produce league tables will meet with difficulties given the narrative style of 
reports on institutions and the rolling five year cycle of audits. It is a 'whole institutional' 
approach where judgements are intended to be made against the institution's own mission 
such that - in theory - a 'fitness for purpose' approach to quality is adopted. Any institution 
found to be deficient will be required to produce improvement strategies and Commonwealth 
Government funding may be withdrawn if improvements are not forthcoming. 

Australian policy for quality assurance in higher education for the early 2000s differs from 
that of the early 1990s in a number of important ways. In terms of AUQA, it is an 
independent company as opposed to a ministerial committee in the 1990s; the States and 
private providers are included on the AUQA Board in the 2000s but were not represented in 
the 1990s; there was no equivalent of an Executive Director position in the 1990s; in the 
1990s the Chair of the committee was the 'chief executive' of an institution which was 
audited, whereas as in the 2000s the chair is an ex-Vice-Chancellor; and in the 2000s the 
AUQA office was staffed by personnel recruited from overseas which was not the case in the 
1990s. In terms of the policy process, the key differences are that in the 2000s there are no 
rankings (league tables); no marginal funds as 'rewards' to high ranking institutions; audits 
are conducted every 5 years on each institution instead of annually; and the audit report is 
sent to the community governing body of each university as well as the Vice-Chancellor and 
it is published publicly by AUQA. Arguably, with these changes the balance of power lies 
further outside of the sector than in the 1990s, as reflected in the change of nomenclature 
from 'review' to 'audit'. This is consistent with a market ideology where the orientation moves 
away from provider capture in which the locus of control remains within the sector. 

In comparison with the 'global' model for quality policy in higher education outlined earlier, 
the metamorphosis of Australian quality policy has meant that it is less 'unique' on the global 
scene in the 2000s than it was for the 1990s, especially in terms of the removal of rankings 
and performance funding. Quality policy for the 2000s does, however, maintain the initial self 
assessment followed by a meta level of 'peer review' (although arguably the notion of 'peer' 
here needs some deconstructing) and public reporting. A 'whole institution' approach has 
also been retained from the 1990s which is much less common than the more expensive 
discipline-based reviews found internationally, and arguably this Australian variant retains 
more of a tight, centralised, managerial control than discipline reviews which focus more on 
the academic heartland of universities. 

The major points to emerge from the previous two sections of the paper are that policies do 
not exist in a vacuum nor do they remain static. Just as Australian quality policy for higher 
education must be located in the 'space' of broader global/international contexts, so too it 
must be located in 'time', as quality policies across the globe continue to evolve; that is, 
there are dynamic shifts in policy across space and time, with inherent changing power 
relationships. The metamorphosis of Australian quality policy was partly a response to 
changing international contexts (from 'above') and partly a response to criticisms of the 
1990s quality program by universities (from 'below'). Although this metamorphosis brought 
the Australian approach closer to the 'global' model (which was itself evolving), distinctive 
Australian features are still discernible. The next section tries to capture some of the 
dynamics of Australian higher education quality policy processes for the 2000s. Although the 
primary focus is on the national level, the analysis also draws on interactions with more 
macro (global and international) and more micro (individual institutional) levels. 

 

 



The dynamics of 'settlement' on new national quality policy for the 2000s 

The analysis in this section is concerned to elucidate the dynamic processes involved in 
achieving a new 'settlement' of quality policy in Australian higher education for the 2000s. 
The first subsection points to the need for international markets for 'Brand Australia' as the 
rationale identified by national policy makers for the development Australian quality policy in 
higher education in the 2000s. The second subsection identifies international models for 
quality policy which have been most influential in shaping the Australian policy. The third 
subsection identifies the key stakeholder groups involved in the policy production in 
Australia, but emphasises the heterogeneous and potentially unstable character of the 
coalitions involved. The fourth subsection focuses on the processes of negotiating a 
'settlement' between stakeholder groups on new quality policy in the lead-up to the 
Australian education minister's policy announcement in 1999. The final subsection examines 
the ways in which the national quality agency (AUQA) fine-tuned the 'settlement' over 
2000/01 to facilitate the enactment of the policy within the university sector. 

Interviews with just over half of the AUQA Board in late 2001 and early 2002 are 
incorporated to enrich the analysis. It must be emphasised here that these perspectives from 
AUQA Board members were at a particular point in time in the first year of operation of this 
new national agency, but the incremental development of the quality policy process 
continued as the early audits were conducted during 2002. The seven respondents included 
the AUQA Chair, Executive Director and representatives of all the major constituencies on 
the Board - that is, the Commonwealth and State governments as well as the university 
sector. Board members who work in industry and who were appointed by governments were 
included in the sample. Semi-structured interviews lasted approximately 45 minutes and 
were conducted by phone, given the geographic dispersion of respondent locations across 
four States of Australia. Respondents were sent the core interview questions in advance and 
these questions were further developed as interviews progressed according to the different 
experiences of respondents. Interviews were taped and transcribed with the permission of 
the respondents. Quotes from respondents are interspersed throughout this section, 
hopefully to provide a greater sense of the 'trustworthiness' of the data and enhance 
understanding of the policy processes involved. 

Forging international markets for higher education 

Interviews with AUQA Board members revealed a total consensus amongst the respondent 
group on the importance of international markets as the major stimulus for new quality 
policy. Respondents explained in terms such as "Australia is a major exporter of education 
and there was a major question about the quality of that education internationally". Several 
respondents noted that the Minister and most Vice-Chancellors had been receiving repeated 
questions from (potential) overseas customers about quality in Australian higher education, 
and therefore, as a result of 'customer demand' universities were rapidly, yet still reluctantly, 
acceding to the idea of a national system of quality audits, as explained by one respondent: 
"I don't think universities would choose to do this. I think they are doing it because they want 
a mechanism to guarantee their international standing". 

By the late 1990s, concerns about 'standards' from some private and on-line providers of 
higher education in Australia were growing. As one respondent explained: "If we are going to 
diversify the providers, we will have to set up a climate in which there are very strong 
standards underpinning entry to the market. ... This [quality policy] is partly a response to the 
growth in on-line provision worldwide". 

The impetus towards an Australian system of quality auditing was accelerated by the fact 
that major competitors in the global higher education marketplace, especially the UK and 



New Zealand (NZ), had permanent quality agencies in place during the 1990s as a form 
of de facto guarantee to customers that minimum standards could be assured. As one 
respondent explained: "All the UK ones, all the US ones, all the Dutch ones, all the 
Canadian ones etc etc [have quality mechanisms], but we are the only country that doesn't 
have a quality agency". Most respondents highlighted the importance of quality auditing in 
the UK and NZ which compete strongly with Australia, especially in the Asian region, as 
exemplified by one respondent: "The absence of quality audit within Australian universities 
compared to the presence of quality audits in say the UK and NZ was a major concern". 
Thus, the development of an Australian system of quality audits was becoming inevitable 
during 1999 and the search for appropriate models from other countries was initiated, as 
outlined in the next section. 

International models for quality policy in higher education 

In the development of a model for quality policy in Australian higher education, 'parallel' 
models for quality policy from international sources were actively examined. The 
Commonwealth Government commissioned reports from two separate university-based 
research groups on approaches to QA policy internationally, especially the UK, mainland 
Europe, US and NZ. The Ministerial Council for Employment, Education, Training and Youth 
Affairs (MCEETYA) and the Australian Vice-Chancellors' Committee (AVCC) both produced 
position papers drawing on reviews of the international 'quality' scene. 

The UK approach was seen as one to be avoided rather than emulated, especially because 
several universities in the UK were refusing to participate in the Quality Assurance Agency 
inspectorial-style audits at that time. The implications for Australia were clear: "There's a lot 
of nervousness within the Australian system about an intrusive approach". US and European 
models were also deemed inappropriate, according to the Minister: 

Any new framework should take into account our federal structure, our 
universities and our history rather than slavishly adopting a British Model 
(with its expense and intrusiveness), a US model (which involves industry 
regulation within a very diverse system) or a European model (with close links 
between universities and the state). (Kemp, 1999, p. 6) 

Ultimately, it was NZ which provided the closest model for new Australian 'quality' policy. All 
respondents noted the significant influence from NZ, including key policy parameters, the 
audit manual and the appointment of the AUQA Executive Director from the Academic Audit 
Unit of NZ, as well as some staff appointments to the AUQA office from NZ. The AUQA 
Executive Director had written the audit manual for NZ and used that as a template for the 
Australian manual, although all respondents were at pains to point out that it was not 
adopted without some review and minor modifications. The AUQA Chair indicated that "I 
spent two days debating it with him on bits and pieces and saying 'it should say this' and 'this 
is not clear'. ... We are quite committed to having that manual the best that we can do rather 
than just a replica of NZ". 

Respondents identified differences between the NZ and Australian contexts. First, the 
system is much smaller and less diverse, with only seven universities compared to 38 in 
Australia, which renders the whole auditing process easier and faster. Second, NZ does not 
have the more complex federal structure of Australia in which both Commonwealth and 
State governments have interests in education. Third, NZ universities are not self-accrediting 
as with established Australian universities. Fourth, the NZ Academic Audit Unit is owned by 
the NZ Vice-Chancellors' Committee whereas the AUQA has status as an independent 
company in Australia with the shareholders being the Commonwealth and all State 
governments. Respondents emphasised that given these contextual differences, the 



Australian approach to quality audits needed to be adapted to Australian circumstances. 
They pointed out that in Australia, compared to NZ, quality policy is less focused on detail 
and more on general principles, less on processes and more outcomes, and overall it is less 
intrusive. 

It is important to acknowledge that international influences on the development of QA policy 
are not simply one-way, as there is also evidence of Australia making an impact in other 
countries. For example, respondents were aware of extensive invitations within the first year 
of AUQA (before audits even began) for the AUQA Chair and Executive Director to visit 
places such as the UK, Hong Kong, Malaysia, Brazil and Mexico to explain the Australian 
quality auditing system which according to the Executive Director is already held in high 
regard internationally. 

In addition to these inter-national, bi-lateral interactions between individual countries in 
promulgating analogous models of quality policy across the globe, there is also the effect of 
international organisations and associations. One example cited by most respondents was 
the International Network of Quality Assurance Agencies in Higher Education (INQAAHE) 
(founded in 1993) which provides a focal point for inter-national exchanges of approaches, 
even though this network of agencies is not a policy body. David Woodhouse, who took up 
the position as Executive Director of AUQA in 2001, had just completed a four year term as 
the President of this international association, and he would continue during his first years in 
the AUQA position in the position of Immediate Past President, thereby potentially bringing 
international influences more directly into Australia. One of the issues which interests 
Woodhouse personally is 'reciprocal recognition'. He explained that this involves "quality 
assurance agencies mutually recognising what each other does so as to reduce the number 
of hoops that institutions have to go through as they look internationally", and that moves in 
this direction had been initiated between Australia and NZ. Such mutual recognition, 
however, may create pressures towards 'harmonisation' of auditing mechanisms and 
standards in higher education - as was attempted in Europe - and may create pressures 
towards homogenisation of quality policy across national boundaries, although globalisation 
does not necessarily imply complete homogenisation. 

Interestingly, the OECD was not identified by respondents as a major influence on the 
development of new Australian quality policy. Its significant role in the development of 
national higher education policy in Australia generally has been widely acknowledged (eg 
Henry et al., 2001), and it has also taken a keen interest in the development of quality policy 
in Australian higher education. For example, it sponsored a forum and paid for international 
speakers from the Netherlands and NZ to address Australian Vice-Chancellors and relevant 
government representatives just as the new ministerial quality policy was announced in 
1999. That forum was also addressed by an Australian who was a former member of the 
education secretariat of the OECD. The role of the OECD is taken up again in the final 
discussion. The next section moves the focus from international contexts to identify the key 
quality policy stakeholder groups within Australia. 

Stakeholder coalitions in Australia (1999) 

The key stakeholder groups for quality policy in Australian higher education were 
governments (Commonwealth and all States of Australia); universities; and 
business/industries. Interactions between stakeholders towards achieving policy 'settlement' 
were made more complex by the fact that none of these groups is homogeneous. The 
Commonwealth (which funds universities) and various State governments (which provide for 
the legal establishment of universities) can operate separately or through MCEETYA which 
is a council consisting of all the ministers responsible for education across the country. In 
addition, the Department of Education Science and Training (DEST) [4] operates in the 



domain of quality policy in the form of requiring quality improvement plans as part of annual 
profile negotiations with individual universities, and also by publishing annual quantitative 
performance indicators across the sector. Each State has an Office of Higher Education 
which is largely concerned with accreditation of those institutions which are not the 
traditional self-accrediting universities. Different States have conducted their accreditation 
function in different ways. Thus, 'government' interests in higher education quality policy are 
complex. 

Just as 'government' interests are not homogeneous, nor are 'university' interests. 
Increasingly distinct divisions of the higher education sector are appearing. The 'Group of 
Eight', traditional research-intensive universities and the 'Australian Technology Network' of 
five former Institutes of Technology are examples of formalised subgroupings. Other distinct 
groupings are the 'new wave' universities founded in the 1960s/70s, the former colleges of 
advanced education which originated as teachers' colleges, and regional universities. There 
are also a number of private institutions, and the potential for a rapid increase in on-line 
providers. This is anything but a homogenous system of higher education where all 
universities have interests in common. Consistent with the market ideology guiding public 
policy in Australia, arguably competition between universities has been enhanced especially 
on the international scene where universities are moving outside of their own State territories 
to compete in the Asian region. As QA has been positioned by governments at the centre of 
marketing strategies in the international arena, different types of universities have vested 
interests in producing different types of QA policy texts. 

Businesses/industries have been coopted into quality policy processes in Australian higher 
education through invitations from governments. Most of those involved from the industry 
sector have extensive experience of quality assurance in the corporate world and therefore 
bring a different set of 'quality' discourses to the table. The first AUQA Board members 
include personnel from a range of 'other industries' such as science research, aviation, and 
engineering. 

Each set of stakeholders is a loose coalition or a potentially unstable grouping of interests 
around 'governments', 'universities' and 'business/industries'. Interestingly, 'customers' - the 
supposed raison d'etre of new quality policy within a marketing ideology - are not formally 
represented as one of the stakeholder groups. The following section focuses on how 
potentially unstable coalitions of stakeholder groups forged a 'settlement' on new quality 
policy for the 2000s. 

Getting to 'yes' - negotiations between Australian stakeholder groups (1999) 

During 1999, the various stakeholder groups were seeking a 'settlement' over new quality 
policy purportedly 'in the national interest' of forging markets for Australian higher education 
overseas. As one respondent from a State office explained: "A genuinely national system 
was the only thing that was acceptable in the international marketplace. We were really 
struggling with the fact that we [States] were looking after the quality of entry, but the 
Commonwealth appeared to be looking after the quality of existing players. ... All the 
governments are equally interested in it". 

The following extended quote from a member of the AVCC representing university interests 
points to the need for compromise to achieve 'settlement,' and it also highlights the 
negotiations between the AVCC and the States to circumvent the Commonwealth's powerful 
position in dictating policy. The role of interpersonal relationships is significant in these 
negotiations. As one respondent indicated, there was some skilful political bargaining going 
on: 



The AVCC had to move away from its original position on quality which was 
that it was the institution's business and there was no need for any national 
regulation of it. That was no longer sustainable as a policy position. We could 
either sit there holding on to this position and have the minister come forward 
with a policy which we didn't like at all, or we could be more proactive. 
Basically the AVCC agreed to reverse its policy position. After a great debate 
and a great deal of drama that was agreed. The AVCC proposed a company 
owned by the universities, but I never thought for a moment that the Minister 
would buy that. Our major aim was to stop a Commonwealth instrumentality. 
... I knew that the States would be just as concerned about the 
Commonwealth owning the model because universities are State bodies. I 
am personal friends with two of the State bureaucrats involved. We talked 
with the States. The major aim was to stop the Commonwealth from 
absolutely imposing its views on both the universities and the States. There 
was quite a bit of adept politicking. 

Although the States are not a homogeneous grouping, their common interests with regard to 
accreditation of universities were brought into sharp focus over the well publicised issue of 
accrediting a particular private on-line provider (Greenwich University). This particular 
example served to forge the 'settlement' on quality policy between States and the 
Commonwealth, as explained by one respondent: "God could not have been kinder. There 
was the brilliant example of Greenwich which did a lot of things for us. It showed us that we 
didn't want Australian universities that looked like that. It made it very easy to line the States 
up". 

By late 1999, the Commonwealth, States and universities were taking very similar positions 
on quality policy. In their deliberations, both the AVCC and the Government-commissioned 
researchers consulted with David Woodhouse of the Academic Audit Unit in NZ. Woodhouse 
indicated: "Both sides were very similar and similar to what we're doing in NZ". However, 
despite the closeness of a consensus amongst stakeholder groups, the Commonwealth 
Minister destabilised the whole process and managed to elicit a negative backlash from both 
universities and the States when a carefully negotiated 'settlement' was almost at hand. He 
announced the new policy in a pre-emptive manner at a forum which was meant to 
workshop the various possibilities for quality policy rather than treat the policy as a fait 
accompli. As one of the key State players angrily recalled: 

What he announced was almost word for word the work of MCEETYA. ... It 
had been worked through by the States and Commonwealth over a long 
period of time. .... He sat on those studies [research consultancies conducted 
by Australian academics] and didn't release them. The proper process was to 
get that work out and then workshop it rather than announce it. ... [Minister] 
Kemp called a national forum and announced it as if it was Commonwealth 
policy. To this day my blood boils when people talk about it as something the 
Commonwealth put in place. It simply didn't. 

A key player from the AVCC was also angry with the Minister at the time of his quality policy 
announcement in 1999 for not consulting again with the university sector before the final 
policy was announced, as had been agreed: "There was a major breach of what had been 
agreed with the Minister to come back to the AVCC. ... The minister phoned me personally 
the weekend after that to apologise". 

Thus, announcement of quality policy by the Minister at the end of 1999 represented a 
'settlement' (although not necessarily a stable one) which officially presented as a 
mechanism to serve the interests of marketing Australian higher education internationally. 



One respondent emphasised the significance of this 'settlement': "It's a real strategic 
achievement in terms of Australian public policy to get this level of agreement between the 
States and Commonwealth". In the next section the role of the national quality agency in 
'embedding' this 'settlement' is examined. 

Fine tuning the 'settlement' within the national quality agency (2001) 

The national quality agency (AUQA), established in 2001, was to refine the quality policy text 
and make it workable in universities. Arguably, 'settlement' of quality policy was facilitated by 
the careful selection of the 'human resources' in the appointments of AUQA Board members, 
Executive Director and auditors, and by the cooptation of universities into decisions on the 
minutiae of the policy enactment. 

In terms of Board appointments, the Minister was prepared to respond to some disquiet from 
the university sector that it was underrepresented on AUQA by appointing an extra member 
from the sector. Board appointments saw the continuation of key people involved in policy 
'formulation' from the major stakeholder groups of MCEETYA and AVCC. These key players 
were committed to a genuine national system and they could carry the spirit of the 
'settlement' through to the operational phase. The Board members appointed by the States 
were deliberately chosen to balance input from the different States. A State representative 
explained: "The minister actually appointed three Victorians! We [States] wanted to make 
sure there was full ownership of it in other States and the AVCC did its job properly and 
selected a mix of people". Several respondents noted that industry appointments to the 
Board were sympathetic to universities. As one indicated: "The ones from industry all know 
the university and know the 'industry' of education and understand the complexity of the 
university." 

The particular appointment of the Executive Director appears to have enhanced policy 
'settlement'. This incumbent, David Woodhouse, brings the international influences from his 
time as head of the Academic Audit Unit of NZ and his experience as President of the 
INQAAHE, and thus he personifies the strong international linkages which have influenced 
the development of quality policy in Australia. Further, his low-key, non-confrontational style 
and the time he has spent visiting universities to explain the audit process appears, in the 
early stages, to have minimised negative reactions from the sector. 

Care with the selection of auditors has further embedded the 'settlement', as they operate at 
the direct interface between AUQA and universities. One respondent kept coming back to 
this point throughout the interview: 

The first time around it was such a disaster for some universities. .... The 
evaluators have been chosen differently this time. ... The board was very 
anxious that we did not mirror the sort of evaluators where the universities 
was quite foreign to them. The evaluators have been chosen very carefully. ... 
There are excellent evaluators who are far more sensitive to the complexity of 
universities. 

The cooptation of universities into the early 'enactment' phase of the policy facilitated the 
settlement of the minutiae of the quality policy process. In the first year of operation of 
AUQA, before the formal audits began, universities were consulted in a number of ways. For 
example, a draft audit manual was sent out to universities for comment. Also, trial audits of 
one State office of higher education then two universities were conducted to render the 
process more transparent and less threatening, and to suggest that AUQA was prepared to 
modify the process based on feedback from the sector. AUQA also supported the conduct of 



mock audits for those universities wanting to prepare for the 'real thing'. Feedback on these 
exercises was generally positive from the institutions involved. 

Overall, the strategies used to fine tune the 'settlement' were largely shaped in response to 
the major concerns of universities. In this way, the 'local' level of individual institutions was 
clearly interacting with national policy making processes, just as the 'global' level had made 
a significant impact. 

Concluding Discussion 

The 'settlement' on Australian higher education quality policy for the early 2000s has seen 
the emergence of new power relationships between interests at global, national and local 
levels, and also new power relationships within each of those levels. 'Settlement' has been 
used in single quotations throughout this paper to avoid the implication that it is a stable and 
permanent policy solution to accountability requirements within the increasing market 
ideology prevailing in higher education. I would argue that Australian quality policy is a 
temporary 'settlement' based on loose coalitions between key stakeholder interests, and that 
while these alliances have been sufficient to condense a mutually beneficial policy process 
in the short term, inherent tensions and contradictions are likely to destabilise this 
'settlement' over time. 

The focus of the policy analysis in this paper has been the dynamic interactions between, 
and within, global/international, national and local levels and therefore, this final discussion 
will return to the 'glonacal agency' (glo-na-cal) heuristic of Marginson and Rhoades (2002) 
described earlier in the paper to provide a structure for concluding comments. Themes 
emerging from each of the three levels are examined separately for analytic convenience, 
although it is important to underscore that it is the reciprocal relationships between these 
levels which is of primary interest. Issues for further research are also identified in each 
subsection below. 

Global/international 

The extent to which key policy actors in Australia sought information on higher education 
quality policy internationally provides clear evidence of what Taylor & Henry (2000, p. 500) 
have pointed to as a "strengthened international dimension to the knowledge-base needed 
for policy making". This reinforces Crossley's (2000) argument that it is increasingly difficult 
to fully understand education policy and practices without reference to globalisation 
processes. Further, there is also an example of Dale's (2001, p. 494) point that "globalisation 
is a very useful rationalisation to which resort can be made to explain otherwise unpalatable 
facts", evidenced when 'globalisation' was used by the Commonwealth Minister for 
Education as the underlying rationale for his introduction of new Australian quality policy for 
the 2000s. 

Although there is some considerable evidence of convergence of the ideological framing and 
rationales for quality policy in higher education across the globe, there is also evidence of 
some divergence of specific structures and processes involved. Australia's quality 
mechanisms are still distinguishable from those of other countries, even NZ which provided 
the primary basis for the development of the Australian approach. This is consistent with 
Green's (1999) research findings (when comparing and contrasting education policies in 
Europe and East Asia) that a relatively homogenous policy ideology across different 
countries still translates into different context-specific structures and processes. However, it 
is relevant to note that the Australian approach to QA for the 2000s is less 'unique' on the 
global scene than its approach of the 1990s, and so perhaps we have evidence here of a 



trend towards greater global homogenisation of quality policy over time, although further 
research is warranted to examine temporal changes in other countries. 

In terms of Dale's (1999) mechanisms of policy transfer outlined earlier in the paper, there is 
strong evidence in this Australian example of traditional inter-national, bilateral borrowing 
and learning. However, it is interesting to note Levin's (1998) argument that there is actually 
limited learning across national boundaries, as policy borrowing seems to be more for 
symbolic purposes as opposed to careful consideration of the results of each other's 
experience, and that an analogy of 'disease epidemic' may be more appropriate for 
understanding global policy transfers than the notion of mutual learning. There is also 
evidence of quality policy 'harmonisation', increasingly apparent between Australia and New 
Zealand, as it has been between European countries, which Dale (1999) identifies more with 
globalisation than internationalisation. It may be that 'regionalisation' is an intermediate form 
between globalisation and internationalisation, and that more research on Dale's 
mechanisms of policy transfer at the regional level might be insightful. 

The role of international organisations such as the OECD, and to a much lesser extent the 
INQAAHE (International Network of Quality Assurance Agencies), in promoting quality policy 
transfer is evident. Henry et al. (2001, p129) note that the OECD is able to "assimilate a new 
discourse between governments that reconciles competing policy agendas" by sustaining "a 
blended policy language of internationalisation that reconciled educational and commercial 
imperatives". They also argue that the OECD has become a policy actor rather than simply a 
forum for discussion. Further, they make the point that there is not only policy borrowing but 
'new normative spheres of policy making' at the global/international level. I would argue that 
their thesis is very well exemplified in the case of quality policy for higher education and that 
in the Australian example, the OECD's role as an 'agenda setter' has reached a taken-for-
granted status such that AUQA respondents did not specifically identify it as one of the key 
players in policy production, despite its significant indirect role. 

Overall, despite strong evidence of global and international influences on the development of 
quality policy for Australian higher education of the 2000s, on the basis of the example 
presented in this paper, distinctions between internationalisation and globalisation, as 
defined earlier, are not clear; in reality it is more difficult to draw boundaries between these 
interrelated concepts than in theory. 

National 

It is apparent from the Australian quality policy example that national policy arenas remain 
important despite pressures from globalisation. This paper describes anational 'settlement' in 
which global/international influences were actively, but selectively, sought and filtered by 
national policy makers. As indicated by Rizvi and Lingard (2000) and Taylor & Henry (2000), 
the nation-state is redefined but not surrendered. However, within the Australian nation-
state, new quality policy reflects new power relationships between higher education 
stakeholders, and arguably there has been a shift in the locus of control further external to 
the sector. 

The quality agency, AUQA, embodies new power relationships with its formalised alliances 
between a wide range of groups. As an independent company, with representation from the 
Commonwealth, States and university sector (including private providers), AUQA is a 'hybrid' 
form of organization bringing together major stakeholder groups (with the exception of 
student 'customers') purportedly in the interests of forging international markets. 
Furthermore, the particular selection of board members and Executive Director has also 
brought business/industry and international influences to the 'hybrid'. Deem (2001) believes 
that the notion of hybridisation may offer a useful way of looking at the diversity of 



organisational forms, practices and cultures with the interactions of local, regional, 
international and global factors in higher education. Research on the ongoing dynamics 
within AUQA may well provide insights into such hybrid organisations. 

AUQA, then, is a hybrid organization operationalising a hybrid construction of accountability 
where market and managerial forms predominate. In theory, AUQA provides the quality 
assessments which then operate as a mechanism for customers to make their market 
choices. Further, it has been maintained by national policy makers that the mere existence 
of a national quality auditing system will shore up Australia's standing in the international 
marketplace for higher education. Arguably, though, with quality policy coalescing around a 
complex coupling of managerial and market accountability, AUQA sits within the 
contradictions between regulation and deregulation. Apple (2001) maintains that in the 
coupling of the market (deregulation) and standardised performance measures (regulation), 
homogenisation and hierarchy are more likely to be promoted than diversity and innovation. 
Australian quality policy has the potential to be destabilised by such tensions, and further 
research may elucidate how these tensions play out over time. 

Particular note should be made of the impact of quality policy on the longstanding issue of 
Commonwealth-State relations in Australian education. Lingard, Porter, Bartlett and Knight 
(1995) have reported various phases of coercive, corporate and cooperative federalism in 
Commonwealth-State relationships. It is probably carrying the 'Cs' too far to suggest that 
'commercial' federalism is emerging when 'international markets' have been identified many 
key Commonwealth and State policy actors as the rationale for the establishment of the 
national audit agency. Notwithstanding this overt commercial justification for quality policy in 
Australian higher education, new quality policy continues to also reflect elements of 
corporate, cooperative and even coercive, styles of mediation in the interests of these 
different levels of government. Marginson (as cited by Lawham, 2002) argues that States 
should become more involved in higher education policy, and quality policy appears to be 
providing a well defined entrée for such involvement. Further research on the role of quality 
policy in changing Commonwealth-State power relationships could be insightful. 

It is important to note that national quality policy is a 'moving feast'. It continues to evolve 
and the data presented here represent just a snapshot, at a particular point in time, from the 
perspectives of AUQA board members. This research could, and should, be extended by 
political and bureaucratic perspectives on the national scene. Sizer (1999) has argued that 
policy directions from national governments will become more complicated as the process of 
globalisation accelerates, and the number of actors and constituencies increases. Sizer 
points out that with this new complexity, interactive effects between various policies can 
become counterproductive. In the particular policy example analysed here, the recent 
reforms initiated by the Commonwealth Education Minister (referred to as the 'Crossroads' 
review) may well be a trigger to destabilise the 'settlement' negotiated over 'quality' policy. It 
may be that as 'Crossroads' reforms make an impact AUQA reforms will be totally 
overshadowed. Further research on the relationships between quality policy and other key 
policy initiatives in the current 'ensemble' would likely be illuminating. 

Local 

It is at the local level of individual institutions that the policy 'settlement' negotiated nationally 
could come under strain. Part of the 'settlement' process for new Australian quality policy for 
the 2000s was overcoming the major negative reactions from universities over the 1993-95 
quality policy. Harman (2001) identified four aspects the 1993-95 program which were 
harmful to particular universities as: institutional rankings (league tables) and their 
publication; the use of performance funding; focus on outcomes as well as processes; and 
publication of institutional reports. The first two have been removed from quality policy for 



the 2000s but the latter two remain, suggesting a nucleus for future 'flashpoints'. In fact, 
most respondents indicated that there is an even greater emphasis on outcomes than 
processes for the 2000s, although the relative weighting of the two had still not been clearly 
resolved in 2002. Issues of the cost of the audits to institutions (in terms of both time and 
money) and the general sense of intrusiveness which were evident in the 1990s (Vidovich 
and Porter, 1999) are still relevant. Respondents reported that in the first year of AUQA, 
different universities were responding differently, with some university managers welcoming 
the audits - sooner rather than later - to stimulate cultural change in their university and 
others merely complying in a minimalist way. Further, reactions throughout any one 
university are likely to be heterogeneous, and even contradictory, especially between 
management and 'grassroots' levels. 

Given that at the time of writing, only two university audit reports had been released, any 
detailed discussion of the 'local' level of this policy process is somewhat premature. There is 
a need for further research within individual institutions, at least over the first 5 year cycle of 
the policy, to more fully engage with issues at the local level. For example, research might 
focus on how particular departments and individuals deal with quality issues as 'global 
agents' in the form of direct local-global engagement in the international marketplace, as 
Van Zanten (2001) maintains that the real 'hybridisation' is between local and global levels, 
with national levels contributing mainly as a background context for these interactions. 

  

---------------------------------- 

In finally drawing to a conclusion, the 'glonacal agency' heuristic of Marginson and Rhoades 
(2002) provides a useful conceptual framing to conduct a meta level of analysis of the global 
- national - local dynamics of Australian quality policy for higher education of the 2000s. 
Australian quality policy was not simply a passive response to globalisation 'from above'. 
There was considerable 'agency' at the national level, but at the same time the national 
'settlement' described in this paper was unlikely to occur without constant interchange with 
global and local levels. That is, quality policy 'settlement' involved two-way reciprocal 
interactions between all levels. This 'glonacal' framework is not inconsistent with the notion 
of 'polycentric policy making' (Henry et al., 2001), although I would want to emphasise that 
not all of the relevant 'centres' or 'nodes' of policy making are equally powerful, and therefore 
concepts such 'policy communities' (Henry et al., 2001) should be viewed through a critical 
lens to avoid the assumption of equal sharing in policy dynamics. 

It is timely to return to the question in the title, of whether universities are acceding to 
national quality audits to foster international markets for Australian higher education. 
According to AUQA respondents, yes, that is the case, but there are other possible 
interpretations. For example, universities may be opting to support AUQA audits as a less 
intrusive form of accountability than anything DEST might implement and, in this, they may 
see AUQA as simply enacting another from of managerial accountability, rather than seeing 
it in terms of market accountability. Institutional managers may see AUQA audits as a way to 
promulgate the sorts of reforms that academics have been resisting, which may have 
nothing to do with the standing of Australian higher education in the international 
marketplace. Those who believe that international markets will be enhanced may be 
disappointed. While positive quality assessments which are available publicly provide an 
obvious marketing advantage to individual institutions, are the 'customers' sophisticated 
enough to scrutinise the narrative reports which come out every five years for each 
institution to make comparative judgements and inform their 'choice'? These alternative 
interpretations bring into question the whole underlying rationale, as presented in policy 
documents and emphasised in AUQA interviews, that a national auditing system will 



enhance international markets for Australian higher education. Research on 'customer' 
perspectives may provide an interesting juxtaposition to the AUQA views expressed here. 

This paper has considered only one country - Australia - and the way in which a national 
settlement on quality policy was negotiated. There is no intention to extrapolate from 
Australia to other countries, but to suggest that this 'case study' might provide some useful 
'food for thought' elsewhere. In the words of Michael Apple, (2001, p. 419): "dynamics will 
have their own rhythms and specification in different nations with different histories of their 
articulations and interactions". 

  

Endnotes 

[1] From the enormous range available, just two definitions are offered here, one which 
focuses on 'quality' and one which focuses on 'QA': 

"Quality can be defined as the extent to which goals are achieved by the institutions (fitness 
for purpose), the level of efficiency achieved (value for money) and the nature and amount of 
growth attained (value added). (Roberts, 2001, p. 426) 

"Quality assurance [QA] refers to systematic procedures adopted to ensure achievement of 
specified quality or improvements in quality and to enable key stakeholders to have 
confidence about the management of quality and the outcomes achieved" (Harman, 1998, p. 
331). 

Such definitions suggest that 'quality' is more concerned with outcomes, and 'quality 
assurance' with processes, although this is an over-simplification. 'Quality' and 'QA' are used 
interchangeably in this paper, as they are in the Australian higher education policy 
documents, although arguably they should not be conflated. For a fuller discussion of the 
different discourses of 'quality' please see Vidovich (2001). 

[2] Notwithstanding the care taken by a number of prominent writers to distinguish 
globalisation from internationalisation, in this paper, whichever term is used by the various 
respondents and writers will be retained. 

[3] Although education is constitutionally the responsibility of the States in Australia, the 
Commonwealth Government took financial responsibility for universities in the 1970s which 
has given it defacto control over policy steerage in higher education, although universities 
are still legally established with the States, and it is the States which are responsible for the 
accreditation of new universities. 

[4] At the time when new quality policy was being developed in Australia in 1999, DEST was 
called DETYA - The Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs. 
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