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.  BACKGROUND

1 Introduction
1.1 Preliminaries

With this targeted review, the Accreditation, Certification and Quality Assurance Institute ACQUIN e.V. is
now undergoing its sixth external assessment and approval procedure. Since its foundation in 2001, regular
assessment and approval from an external perspective were carried out every five years (2001, 2006, 2011,
2016 and 2021)." On this basis, ACQUIN has been a member of The European Association for Quality
Assurance in Higher Education (ENQA) since 2006 and has been listed in The European Quality Assurance
Register for Higher Education (EQAR) register since 2008.

The last review of 2021 was remarkable for ACQUIN in several respects: it was the first review to be carried
out under the coordination of ENQA and after fundamental changes to the German accreditation system
came into force in 2018.2 At the same time, it marked a turning point in terms of management and internal
structures of the Agency.

The upcoming targeted review is therefore considered a valuable opportunity to receive and discuss specific
external feedback on certain focus areas. As an organisation under private law supported by its member
institutions, which are predominantly higher education institutions (HEls), ACQUIN always strives to align
external requirements with the demands of its stakeholders — in line with the motto "By Universities. For
Universities" .

However, this review procedure will be unique for another reason: the expected results are due in 2026,
the year of ACQUIN'’s 25th anniversary.

Based on a quarter-century of experience as a well-known quality assurance agency (QAA), ACQUIN values
regular review and scrutiny by external experts as an essential instrument for targeted further development.
Guided moments of self-reflection are essential to achieving and maintaining the self-imposed goal of being
a competent, agile, trustworthy, and reliable institution. This is all the more relevant given that ACQUIN is
not only one of Germany's largest agencies but also plays an active role on the international stage.
Accordingly, ACQUIN is active both within and beyond the European Higher Education Area (EHEA).
Nevertheless, the Bologna principles remain the central point of reference for all of ACQUIN's activities.

It is therefore very gratifying that ENQA has taken on the coordination in this review and that EQAR will
subsequently discuss the listing in the register on the basis of its results. With this self-assessment report
(SAR), ACQUIN would like to provide comprehensive information and insights so that the public and the
experts involved can gain a meaningful insight into the organisational culture and procedures. This will
enable the experts to formulate valuable suggestions that will help ACQUIN in its further development.

1.2 National Embedding

First of all, a brief overview of the accreditation system in Germany — of course, condensed to the essentials
—seems useful to illustrate the responsibilities and possibilities of ACQUIN in the national context.

! https://www.enqga.eu/reviews-database/acronym/acquin/

2 Until this point of change, accreditation agencies licensed in Germany made accreditation decisions by themselves and the German
Accreditation Council (GAC) monitored the activities of the agencies. Since 2018, all national decisions must be made by GAC, while
the agencies carry out the assessment procedure (an approach comparable to Switzerland).
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Currently, there are 426 HEIs in Germany with an overall-student population of approximately 2,9 million.
120 of these HEls are universities or similar institutions, 249 are universities of applied sciences, and 57 are
colleges of art or music. In 2024, a total of 22.078 study programmes were offered.3

The central authority in the German accreditation system is the German Accreditation Council (GAC)*,
which authorises QAAs to operate in Germany. Authorisation is granted, when an agency is registered with
EQAR. Currently, 11 QAAs are approved by GAC.> The legislator has provided for a two-tier system: the
agency conducts the assessment procedure (always supported by external experts) and prepares an
accreditation report, which the HEI uses afterwards to apply for accreditation from GAC. On this basis, GAC
grants accreditation (with conditions, if necessary) and awards GAC’s seal of quality for the period of
accreditation or refuses the application. HEIs can choose whether to have their bachelor's and master's
programmes accredited at programme level (programme accreditation) or whether to have their internal
quality assurance system for study and teaching accredited, in order to receive permission to accredit their
study programmes themselves (system accreditation). \With system accreditation, a HEI receives the right
to award the seal of GAC for its self-assessed study programmes.® In most cases, one of these two
alternatives is mandatory.

The legal foundation of the accreditation system is formed by the Interstate Study Accreditation Treaty’, the
Specimen Decree®, the Accreditation Council Act® and the scale of fees’® of GAC. Fee schedules for HEls
exist only for applying for a decision by GAC; the agencies operate competitively and are therefore engaged
in price competition.

HEls are either state-run or state-recognised institutions. In both cases, their operations are subject to higher
education legislation, including the organisation of studies and the designation and awarding of degrees.
HEls are either government-funded or — in case of private institutions — government-accredited. Due to the
federal system in Germany, individual states (“Lander”) bear the primary responsibility for education. The
states are responsible for funding, legislation and organisation of their own HEls and for the admission of
private HEls. Each state has its own laws governing higher education, hence the actual structure and
organisation of the various systems of higher education may differ from state to state including its
management structures.

The Specimen Decree therefore provides a common basis on which the 16 individual federal states have
agreed. Nevertheless, each federal state must enact its own state ordinance to regulate the criteria and
processes for accreditation procedures.” The essential legal requirements regarding the accreditation
system are made neither by GAC nor the agencies but by The Standing Conference of the Ministers of
Education and Cultural Affairs of the Laender in the Federal Republic of Germany (KMK)."?

3 https://www.hrk.de/fileadmin/redaktion/hrk/02-Dokumente/02-06-Hochschulsystem/Statistik/2024-08-28 HRK-Statistikfaltblatt-
2024.pdf
4 https://www.akkreditierungsrat.de/en/welcome-german-accreditation-council

> https://www.akkreditierungsrat.de/en/accreditation-system/agencies/agencies

6 System accreditation differs from institutional accreditation by concentrating on study and teaching while not focusing on other
aspects such as research, third mission, etc. In Germany, institutional accreditation is usually only mandatory for private HEls and is
not carried out by QAAs but by the German Science and Humanities Council (https://www.wissenschaftsrat.de/EN/Home).

7 https://www.akkreditierungsrat.de/de/media/151

8 https://www.akkreditierungsrat.de/de/media/152

9 https://www.akkreditierungsrat.de/de/media/153
10 https://www.akkreditierungsrat.de/sites/default/files/downloads/2023/20230101 Gebiihrenordnung 2023.pdf
" https://www.akkreditierungsrat.de/en/accreditation-system-legal-basis/laws-and-regulations/laws-and-decrees

12 https://www.kmk.org/kmk/information-in-english.html
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1.3 ACQUIN and its activities

In May 2000, the association of the heads of the HEIs in the German federal state Bavaria decided to
establish an independent agency for the accreditation of study programmes, as Germany's participation
in EHEA required quality assurance for bachelor’s and master’s degree programmes through accreditation.
The initiative of the Bavarian universities was supported from the outset by HEls in other national federal
states such as Baden-Wuerttemberg, Saxony, Thuringia and the neighbouring country Austria. Accordingly,
the non-profit association Akkreditierungs- Certifizierungs- und Qualitadtssicherungsinstitut (Accreditation,
Certification and Quality Assurance Institute) ACQUIN e.V. was founded on 26 January 2001.

In accordance with the association's statutes,'>, ACQUIN pursues exclusively and directly charitable purposes
with its activities and does not aim to make any profit. It is free from government or private influence and
funding. Therefore, ACQUIN is a registered association with recognised non-profit charitable status.
The organisation is member-based and comprises over 150 HEls in Germany, Switzerland, Liechtenstein,
Lebanon, Egypt, Mongolia and Indonesia, as well as science-related professional and trade associations. This
membership base makes ACQUIN the largest member-based QAA in Germany.

Due to the structure of the association, all relevant decisions must be made by the association members.
The General Assembly, which takes place at least once a year, is therefore responsible for:

e electing the Executive Board,

e appointing the Accreditation Commission,

e accepting the Executive Board's report and discharging the Executive Board, and

e passing resolutions on the business plan, amendments to the association’s statutes and the
dissolution of the association, as well as on other matters submitted by the Executive Board.

The General Assembly also confirms the procedural principles and assessment criteria established by the
Accreditation Commission and makes proposals to the Accreditation Commission for the design of the
procedural principles and assessment criteria; it determines the amount and due date of membership fees
and decides on appeals by excluded members.

The Executive Board elected by the General Assembly consists of five members, namely two
representatives from universities and universities of applied sciences and one representative from the
professional field. The Executive Board is responsible for decisions on the implementation of the Agency's
strategy and all relevant operational and administrative matters (e.g. admission of new members,
cooperation agreements with other QAAs and authorities, etc.). Also, the Executive Board decides on
personnel matters and appoints the management director who runs the office.

The Accreditation Commission appointed by the General Assembly as the central decision-making
body of the Agency in accreditation matters consists of nine representatives of higher education
institutions (four representatives from universities and universities of applied sciences and one representative
from art and music colleges). This committee is supplemented by two representatives from the labour
market and two representatives from the student body. This means that no accreditation-related decision
is made by the Agency without comprehensive consideration being given to the student perspective. Each
of the positions has its own deputy, so that the entire commission comprises 26 persons.'™

'3 https://www.acquin.org/wp-content/uploads/202 1/05/ACQUIN Satzung MV2020 EN.pdf
4 With the chairperson, there are 27 members. A current overview can be found here https:/www.acquin.org/en/organization/
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In addition, a Complaints and Appeals Committee has been established, comprising representatives from
all relevant and above-mentioned stakeholder groups.'™

The office manages the Agency's business and assists the Accreditation Commission, the Complaints and
Appeals Committee, and the nominated expert groups. This includes

e preparation of proposals for assessment criteria and procedural principles,

e preparation of proposals for guidelines for self-documentation and for the assessment of study
programmes and institutions,

e reviewing applications and forwarding them to the relevant committees,

e instructing the members of the expert groups on procedural practice,

e informing the applicant HEIs about the status of the procedures,

e responsibility for the organisational support of the assessment and accreditation procedures,

e maintaining and documenting a list of the accreditations carried out,

e informing the Accreditation Commission, and

e responsibility for public relations.

A managing director appointed by the Executive Board heads the office and is responsible for the day-to-
day business of the Agency and the implementation of the Board's decisions.

ACQUIN's activities take place mainly within the scope of The Standards and Guidelines for Quality
Assurance in the European Higher Education Area (ESG). According to its international and national
activities, the office is divided into the following three departments: Programme Accreditation and
Certification National (PRO), System Accreditation (SYS), and International Activities (INT). Each department
has a department head and a deputy department head. The three business departments are supported by
five organisational divisions (Backoffice (BAO), Finance and Accounting (FIN), Data and Process Management
(DPM), Internal Quality Development (IQD), and IT and Technology (IT)). The organisational structure of the
office is detailed in Annex 01. The reasons and processes of restructuring are explained in more detail in
chapter I.3.

The PRO department handles all accreditation and assessment procedures in Germany at the study
programme level (within the scope of the Specimen Decree)). It also offers certification procedures based
on the ESG and, where applicable, additional criteria for continuing education programmes starting at least
at EQF Level 5, including micro-credentials. Beyond the scope of the ESG, the department also carries out
consulting and services within its area of expertise.

The SYS department is responsible for system accreditation and assessment procedures. As described
above, this is a specific form of accreditation in Germany whereby the internal quality management system
of a HEl is assessed. Upon successful accreditation it receives the right to assess and accredit its own study
programmes. This activity is supplemented by other types of procedures outside the scope of the ESG, such
as concept accreditations based on the criteria of the German Science and Humanities Council. This
department also offers consulting and further services related to this area.

The INT department is conducting all accreditation and assessment procedures outside Germany, within
the EHEA or beyond. These procedures are carried out either at the level of study programmes
(Bachelor/Master/PhD) or at institutional level. The department also offers certification procedures for

1> Since the last review in 2021, there have been no complaints or appeals. Consequently, the Complaints and Appeals Committee
did not need to meet during the reporting period. A list of current members can be found here
https://www.acquin.org/en/organization/

16 https://europass.europa.eu/en/compare-qualifications
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training programmes on continuing education level, micro-credentials or vocational education'’, as well as
counselling and other services. ACQUIN always strives to obtain national recognition wherever possible,
offering not only cross-border accreditation but also nationally recognised procedures.

For example, ACQUIN has been recognised by the Swiss Accreditation Council (SAC) as an accreditation
agency in accordance with the Higher Education Act (HEdA) since 2018 and is therefore authorised to carry
out institutional accreditation and programme accreditation procedures in Switzerland. The Agency was
reapproved by SAC until 31 December 2029."® Since 2012, ACQUIN has been listed in the register of the
Kazakh Higher Education Development National Centre. The current registration is valid until 2028."° Since
2019, ACQUIN has been approved by the Mongolian National Council for Education Accreditation
(MNCEA).?° In 2022, ACQUIN was included in the register of THEQC — Turkish Higher Education Quality
Council. The present accreditation expires in December 2027.2" The registration process in Vietnam (Ministry
of Education and Training (MOET))* was successfully completed in January 2024. The same applies to the
accreditation in Indonesia (National Accreditation Agency for Higher Education (BAN-PT))?3, which was
confirmed at the beginning of 2024.

In countries where official registration is not necessary or possible, or where comprehensive or clear criteria
are not specified, the ESG are the basis for all ACQUIN activities. To ensure certain minimum standards,
ACQUIN and the German Agency for Quality Assurance through Accreditation of Study Programmes e.V.
AQAS? has developed a voluntary compliance to specify the approach of Cross-Border Quality Assurance
(CBQA).?> This declaration of commitment is intended to ensure that not only European standards (ESG) are
consistently observed but also that the procedures are in line with the German understanding of quality and
the quality requirements of EHEA — even beyond EHEA.

For several years, ACQUIN has also been a reliable partner in EU-projects. This activity, which is not part of
the ESG, is also a proven segment of the international department. An overview of the projects can be
found here: https://www.acquin.org/en/international-activities/eu-research-projects/.

Furthermore, ACQUIN has a long-standing partnership with the Agency for Quality Assurance and
Accreditation of Canonical Programmes AKAST e. V.26, which was renewed in 2023 until 2028. AKAST is
dedicated to the promoting of faculties and other Institutes of Catholic Theology and to ensuring the quality
assurance of the canonical study programmes in accordance with the universal ecclesiastical Higher
Education Law in its current version and its national application within the framework of EHEA, in which
the Holy See also participates. Particularly noteworthy in this context is that this cooperation enables German
state theological faculties to have their entire range of theological study programmes, both canonical and
non-canonical, assessed and accredited in a clustered accreditation procedure jointly conducted by AKAST
and ACQUIN. In addition, the agreement enables both agencies to support each other during unforeseen
demanding periods.

7 ACQUIN usually requires that the training programme in question is comparable or closely aligned with a bachelor's degree in the
national context. In these cases, the ESG standards are complemented by indicators for vocational education programmes (European
Quality Assurance Framework in Vocational Education and Training (EQAVET)).

'8 https://akkreditierungsrat.ch/en/accreditation/#agencies

19 https://enic-kazakhstan.edu.kz/en/accreditation/accredited organizations

20 https://www.mncea.edu.mn/about/international

21 https://www.yokak.gov.tr/en/internationally-recognized-accreditation-agencies/

22 Approval document can be provided upon request.
23 Approval document can be provided upon request.
24 https://www.agas.eu

“Code of Good Practice for Cross-Border Quality Assurance (CBQA)", https://www.acquin.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/
Code of Good Practice CBQA ACQUIN AQAS.pdf

26 https://www.akast.info/?lang=en

25
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2 Development of the self-assessment report

Following the previous assessment by ENQA in 2021, ACQUIN has undertaken a comprehensive and major
phase of restructuring. This is partly in response to the findings of the ENQA expert group, and a result of
internal developments. In the process, external impulses were repeatedly incorporated. For example, one
colleague took part in the 3rd ENQA Seminar for recently reviewed agencies (May 2022 in Cologne,
Germany).

The different processes and measures initiated were partly mentioned in the follow-up report of June 2023%
and described in detail to the experts during the progress visit in May 2024 (and were rated positively by
the experts). Most of these actions and projects have already been successfully completed, while others are
in the final stages and some still in progress.

In this sense, the process of preparing the current SAR for the Targeted Review can be traced back to
organisational changes initiated by the new management in autumn 2021. The objectives pursued in this
context are, therefore, reflected in the 2024-2029 strategy paper, ensuring that the Agency's approach is
guided by a coherent plan.

Following internal discussions within the Executive Board, the Accreditation Commission, with the
managing director and the heads of the three business departments, the decision to conduct a targeted
review was made in October 2024. The Enhancement Area was selected based on ESG Standard 2.6, as
ACQUIN identifies further potential for improvement in this field. The next step was the organisational and
contractual coordination with ENQA and EQAR. Subsequently, preparations and work on the SAR have
been ongoing since early spring 2025. As part of this, two colleagues visited ENQA's Seminar for Agencies
Preparing for a Review (March 2025 in Madrid, Spain).

Surveys were conducted among various stakeholders for the required SWOT analysis. This involved member
institutions, members of the Accreditation Commission, members of the Complaints and Appeals
Committee, appointed experts and ACQUIN office staff. These outcomes were also compared with the
results of the existing Progress Visit materials.

The documentation of the developments made in the different focus areas and the enhancement area, as
well as the preparation of the first draft of the SAR, was carried out by a working group consisting of the
managing director, the heads of the business departments and the Data and Process Manager.

The final draft of the SAR was submitted to the executive board, the Accreditation Commission and all
members of ACQUIN's office for feedback. Their comments and recommendations were incorporated, and
the final version was sent to ENQA on 12 September 2025 for forwarding to the appointed experts.
Feedback from the Accreditation Commission in particular ensures the involvement of all relevant
stakeholders — professors, professionals and students — in the SAR, enabling them to contribute their
respective perspectives.

3 Changes since the last full review

Since the last full review in 2021, there have been no significant changes to the national framework.
Although the Specimen Decree was revised in November 202428, this revision mainly consists of clarifications
and adjustments, meaning that there are no fundamental changes to the two-tier approach with agencies
and GAC, to the underlying criteria, or to procedural requirements.

27 https://www.enga.eu/wp-content/uploads/ACQUINs-2023-follow-up-report.pdf

28 https://www.akkreditierungsrat.de/index.php/en/accreditation-system-legal-basis/laws-and-regulations/laws-and-decrees
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In the international context, ACQUIN has received further national authorisation (e.g. Turkey, Vietnam,
Indonesia), which advances the professionalisation of the Agency.

However, relevant changes occurred in the internal structures of the Agency. For example, in mid 2021
the former dual leadership in management was reversed and a new managing director was appointed in
order to restructure and stabilise the Agency.

The most essential objective of the new managing director, the heads of the departments and the deputy
heads of the departments was to work towards stability with short-term measures. For instance, it was not
until early 2024 that the Agency achieved a permanent headcount that could cover the growing order
volume and additional internal tasks: On the one hand, there have been repeated unforeseen short-term
challenges in terms of staffing in the previous years. On the other hand, the contract volume has
continuously and rapidly increased, so that the targeted growth has had occurred faster than expected.

Also, a strategic plan was developed, covering the period from 2024 to 2029.%

To adapt flexibly to external and internal changes in the future, an agile organisational structure and culture
has been permanently established. This essentially relates to the four areas of structures, tasks, tools, and
resources.

The initial starting point concerned the structure of the office: when one of the then two managing directors
left ACQUIN in summer 2021, the Executive Board took this as an opportunity — also considering the
suggestions from the ENQA site-visit — to reorganise the management from the dual direction to one
managing director. At the same time, this position was also newly filled, meaning that the Agency has been
under new management since November 2021.3° Even though ACQUIN has continuously expanded its
workforce ever since, the existing contract volume had to be processed with the existing human resources
first. For this reason, well-considered changes were made. As a first step, an analysis had to be carried out
before a lean and efficient reorganisation could be achieved in the long term. This has been accomplished
in the meantime, allowing a modified organisational structure to be established in October 2023: It involved
a division into the three key business areas National Programme Accreditation, System Accreditation, and
International Activities on the one hand, and organisation-related cross-sectional tasks in the form of
organisational units on the other. Each business department has its own direction and deputy. At the same
time, the management allocated a specific number of project managers to the individual areas (in Full-time
equivalents (FTEs)). The administrative tasks cut across all areas and serve all divisions equally. This structure
was developed by the managing director and the heads of the business departments and confirmed by the
Executive Board. The Works CounciFf' also approved the changes, ensuring a common consensus in the
Agency on this new configuration.

In order to fulfil this new structure, the next step is to create job and process descriptions for all functions.
However, this cannot (and should not) be based on existing material, because the new structures have
significantly changed the tasks, processes, interfaces, and responsibilities; for example, the back office
organisational department (BAO) was completely rebuilt and staffed with a newly hired colleague. Instead,
this opportunity should be used to focus on the essential requirements of those descriptions and to depict
them clearly and concisely. Since this is a fundamental new development, this process takes up a
corresponding amount of effort and has therefore not been finalised yet. Nevertheless, initial drafts of job

29 See https://www.acquin.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/ACQUIN Strategic Plan 2024-2029 v1.1 eng short.pdf

30 As two of three business department heads were newly nominated, almost the entire management team of the Agency was
replaced.

31 The Works Council consists of three elected employees of ACQUIN (without management responsibility). They represent the interest
of the employees in relation to the employer under the German law (see more information here
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Works council#Germany).
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descriptions are currently available and will be finalized prospectively. Building on this, the individual process
descriptions will then be created. Ideally, all documents and materials should also be entered directly into a
digital process portal.

Since appropriate tools are required to apply these processes, a new software (an enterprise resource
planning program (ERP)) was introduced mid-2022, making it possible to document and manage all relevant
project steps — from quotations and contracts to project implementation and archiving. The software is also
used for all costing aspects, clarifying already at the quotation stage what expenses and income can be
expected. As working time recording and the complete accounting (internal and external billing) are also
integrated into this software, all relevant control data is now centralised in one place (for the first time in
ACQUIN's history) and can be accessed by the relevant functional departments. This supports the capacity
utilisation planning and the Agency management. In addition, other tools are currently being tested in
smaller fields and will be applied agency-wide if successful. Furthermore, all employees were provided with
their own company credit card to be used for expenses (especially during business trips), which has
significantly streamlined accounting processes.

A sufficient number of employees is required to complete the internal processes. Since autumn 2021, efforts
have been made to increase and stabilise the number of employees. Various challenges arose in this process
(e.g. illnesses, unexpected resignations). As a result, it was not until early 2024 that a headcount was built
up which was capable to handle the current and expected contract volume and tasks; as already mentioned,
a comprehensive increase of contracts has taken place at the same time, especially in the international area,
which is why the strategic orientation has been adjusted accordingly and an equal focus should be placed
on all three business areas in the future. In national programme accreditation, for example, ACQUIN has
the second largest share of procedures carried out. In the area of system accreditation in Germany, ACQUIN
has carried out most procedures.?? This is particularly noteworthy given that a total of 11 agencies are
licensed in Germany and emphasises ACQUIN's role in the national context. At the same time, a sub-target
of the strategic plan has already been achieved, namely, to regain the major market share of system
accreditations under the new law (since 2018) and to maintain this share in the long term. Alongside the
development in the international area, the financial development is encouraging. The turnover has now
increased for several years in a row since 2021 and each time exceeding the average annual turnover of the
last ten years. In 2024, ACQUIN achieved its highest turnover since the Agency was founded.

This means that the goal of creating economic and personnel stability, which was initially pursued with
great vigour in the short term, has been achieved, but further control mechanisms are required in order to
maintain this condition in the medium and long term. To this end, a capacity utilisation plan was developed
on the basis of recorded data in the past, which provides guidelines for the use of internal personnel
resources. This particularly helps the heads of the business departments manage the volume of quotations
and contracts in the medium term. It also makes it easier to recognise and avoid work peaks (particularly in
conjunction with the project management function of the newly introduced software). At monthly meetings
between the managing director and the heads of the business departments, workload planning is
monitored accordingly. Regular meetings between the heads of the business departments and their teams
inform all members of a business department in good time about the expected workload for the upcoming
semester and academic year. The same applies to regular exchange and planning between the managing
director and the organisational departments. Furthermore, a monthly meeting (Jour Fixe) of all employees
ensures a transparent and regular flow of all relevant information. In addition, the Works Council convenes
regular works meetings and meets monthly with the managing director to discuss relevant topics.

32 See Annex 02.
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One side effect of this period of personnel change is that several internal restructuring processes have not
been implemented as quickly as originally planned. For this reason, ACQUIN is currently still in the final
phase of a comprehensive change process that is intended to maintain an agile and continuous
organisational development in order to ensure ACQUIN is fit for the future.

For the same reason, the progress visit was postponed, allowing for the experts to discuss and evaluate the
wide range of measures and implementations that had been carried out. The approach taken by ACQUIN
was positively assessed, with the result that many of the measures initiated since the last review form the
basis of the current SAR of the targeted review.

In the meantime, further progress has been achieved, and therefore ACQUIN is looking forward to the
discussions with the experts during the targeted review that will substantially contribute to the Agency's
development.

4 New external quality assurance activities

ACQUIN's activities have not changed fundamentally since the last review. The core area in the national
context continuously includes all accreditation procedures within the scope of the Interstate Study
Accreditation Treaty (programme accreditation in Germany, system accreditation in Germany). Furthermore,
ACQUIN offers certification procedures within the scope of ESG for single modules or parts of study
programmes (micro-credentials) or continuing education programmes that are based at least on EQF Level
5 (certification procedures in Germany).* International activities also continue to focus on programme
accreditation and institutional accreditation (programme accreditation abroad, institutional accreditation
abroad). Certifications are also offered in the international sector, relating to continuing education at HEls
(micro-credentials) or training programmes that are directly linked to the higher education sector or
corresponding to EQF Level 5 or higher (certification procedures abroad, certification of further education
offers that are part of higher education).

In accreditation procedures of Joint Programmes, ACQUIN applies the European Approach for Quality
Assurance of Joint Programmes (European Approach) within the scope of the Specimen Decree. These
procedures are carried out jointly by the PRO and INT departments (joint programme accreditation)®.

As described in chapter 1.3, ACQUIN has obtained further international approvals.®®> This marks the
continuation of already successful activities abroad. Thus, these are not new EQA activities, but rather an
expansion of already existing CBQA activities. It is in line with the new strategic plan for 2024 to 2029,
which is based on advancing into new markets without focusing on a specific area.

The Register Committee of EQAR has underlined in its last approval of ACQUIN's application for renewal of
registration that “[...] any other future activities carried out by ACQUINUS GmbH are generally to be
considered as if they were carried out by ACQUIN itself, given that ACQUINUS GmbH is fully owned by
ACQUIN" 35 Against this background (and the unsignificant amount of consulting service activities carried
out) the decision was made to focus on ACQUIN's profile and to dissolve ACQUINUS GmbH at the end

33 This activity has not been extended in scope since the previous review.

34 Unlike some other agencies ACQUIN's naming convention does not distinguish between the accreditation of joint degree
programmes (joint programme accreditation) and the application of the European Approach for Quality Assurance of Joint
programmes (EA).

3 |n addition to Switzerland, Kazakhstan and Mongolia, ACQUIN has also been successfully approved in Turkey, Vietnam and Indonesia
since the last review. Pursuant to Section 19 (1) of the Austrian HS-QSG, ACQUIN - like any other EQAR-registered QAA — may also
carry out Audit procedures. ACQUIN has not carried out these procedures yet but would of course apply the relevant guidelines
issued by the Austrian agency AQ Austria — similar as in Switzerland (where there is even explicit legal authorisation to use the
guidelines provided by the Swiss agency aaq).

36 https://backend.deqgar.eu/reports/EQAR/A99 ACQUIN Renewal Decision OQtTCsD.pdf
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of 2023%*. This decision is consistent with the objectives of the current strategic plan. Therefore, the
remaining consulting services have been provided directly by ACQUIN since 2024. It should be noted that
consulting services do currently not play a significant role in the contemporary activities of the Agency.
Therefore, ACQUIN does not actively pursue to offer these services at present, but only upon request from
HEls. The number of cases is correspondingly low and mainly concerns member institutions. These include,
for example, the provision of personnel (at already system accredited HEIs) or general information events
on specific aspects of accreditation or internal QA. So far, this has only affected national institutions.
Nevertheless, there are plans to elaborate these aspects more clearly when redesigning the website (possibly
already in the anniversary year 2026), with the intention to communicate the Guiding Principles for the
Separation Between Agencies' Activities® even more clearly to the public. Internally, the relevant regulations
for avoiding conflicts of interest apply in the same form as previously defined and applied for ACQUINUS
GmbH. For instance, this strictly excludes that an organisation which was advised by ACQUIN can be
assessed or accredited by ACQUIN within a period of six years.

With the involvement in EU-Projects (Participation in co-funded EU Erasmus+ projects),® ACQUIN
contributes to the enhancement of the EHEA by providing in-depth expertise in current quality assurance
topics and efficient management of EU funds. Considering various quality cultures within the EHEA,
ACQUIN actively participates in different co-funded projects (such as capacity building in HE & VET and
blueprints) together with its international and European partners in on a variety of topics. ACQUIN
participates in projects where the Agency can contribute its expertise in quality assurance and thrives for
disseminating projects’ results in multiple channels and to various stakeholders (including peer-review
academic publications and participation in conferences and workshops). For instance, the new Erasmus+
project ROQA-TNE (2025-2028) coordinated by ENQA with the participation of three QAAs including
ACQUIN, showcases the commitment of the Agency to enhance the transparent quality assurance of cross-
border education (known also as transnational education TNE). In addition, the participation in projects
related to vocational training (VET) or higher VET has enabled ACQUIN to gain expertise that has proven
beneficial in other areas of international cooperation (e.g. in the evaluation of colleges). ACQUIN is highly
valued as a reliable partner in quality assurance of training programmes. Strictly speaking, these activities
are outside the scope of the ESG, although there are significant overlaps, making it a logical extension of
ACQUIN's field of activity — not least to enable institutions from all over Europe and beyond to benefit from
the Agency's expertise in other ways and thus contribute to the active shaping of the EHEA. This very specific
area of activity is formally part of the international department but is managed by a designated coordinator,
as required by the funds. This ensures that sufficient human resources are allocated and that the grant
requirements are met, thereby preventing any conflicts between ACQUIN's activities as an EU-project
partner and ACQUIN's activities as a QAA. Finally, the participation in EU Erasmus+ Projects has a positive
effect on the employees involved through peer-learning activities and workshops with EU partners
representing a variety of stakeholders from both academia and business sector.

37 GmbH (Gesellschaft mit beschrénkter Haftung) means limited liability company.
38 Annex 2 of the Use and Interpretation of the ESG for the European Register of Quality Assurance Agencies (U&l).
39 https://www.acquin.org/en/international-activities/eu-research-projects/
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FOCUS AREAS

4 Profile, manner of functioning and EQA activities of the agency related to the

focus areas of Part 3 of the ESG

4.1 ESG Standard 3.1: Activities, Policy, and Processes for Quality Assurance

Agencies should undertake external quality assurance activities as defined in Part 2 of the ESG on a reqular basis. They
should have clear and explicit goals and objectives that are part of their publicly available mission statement. These
should translate into the daily work of the agency. Agencies should ensure the involvement of stakeholders in their
governance and work.

Impulses from the 2021 Review

In the previous review cycle, the ENQA panel and the EQAR Register Committee both provided aligned impulses for
further development under ESG 3.1. The review took place, and the feedback was provided during a period of signifi-
cant regulatory transition in Germany, when short-term planning was not only appropriate but necessary to ensure
operational continuity and legal compliance. Nonetheless, the panel underscored the need to reinforce strategic coher-
ence and develop a long-term perspective.

The ENQA panel recommended that ACQUIN's Strategic Plan should “extend beyond the two-year period and contain
a clear mission, vision, values, objectives for activities, with a concrete measure of success timewise and by deliverables, ”
and emphasized that “the Strategic Plan, yearly work plans, and yearly activity reports should all be clearly linked.”4°
EQAR confirmed these observations, highlighting “the necessity for better defined goals and objectives that will
effectively translate into the work plans.”#!

A recurring aspect was the involvement of students in the governance of the Agency. While the legal and structural
context was acknowledged, the feedback emphasized the importance of exploring viable models for student
participation, suggesting that “the agency could still consider alternative ways to include students in the governing
structures. 42

ACQUIN's activities encompass the regular quality assurance procedures in accordance with Part 2 of the
ESG. The following table shows the individual figures since the last review:

. number of respective cases
Type of activity / year

2020 | 2021 2022 2023 2024 | 2025* total
Programme accreditation in Germany 268 240 357 292 280 287 1.724**
System accreditation in Germany 5 8 8 6 3 0 30
Joint programme accreditation (EA) 0 1 0 0 1 1 3
Programme accreditation abroad 21 63 59 113 255 169 680
Institutional accreditation abroad 1 1 3 3 4 4 16
Certification procedures in Germany and
abroad / Certification of further education 12 0 3 2 1 1 19
offers that are part of higher education

40 ENQA Review Panel, External Review Report of ACQUIN, 24 June 2021, p. 19. Available at: https://www.enga.eu/wp-
content/uploads/ACQUIN-external-review-report.pdf

41 EQAR Register Committee, Approval of Application by ACQUIN for Renewal of Inclusion on the Register, 13 December 2021, p. 4.
Available at: https:/www.eqgar.eu/register/agencies/agency/?id=5

42 |bid., p. 4.
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Remaining activities conducted under the previous regulations (“old law"). No longer applicable under the new law:

Programme accreditation in Germany 78 9 - - - - 87

System accreditation in Germany 3 1 - - - - 4

*as of 13.10.2025

**The total number of study programme accreditation procedures in Germany completed since
the introduction of the new law constitutes 1930, with 206 programme accreditations completed in 2019.

ACQUIN’s mission and vision statements are published on the website**. Both are a fundamental part of
the current strategy paper and therefore summarised in most ACQUIN documents such as handouts and
information brochures. The main objectives are described as follows: As an organisation founded on the
initiative of HEIs and supported mainly by HEls, ACQUIN acts as a quality assurance agency for national and
international educational programmes and institutions in the tertiary education sector in order to provide
impulses for their quality development. Therefore, ACQUIN aims to provide national and international
institutions as well as training providers in the tertiary education sector with the best possible support in
ensuring and further developing their quality as well as achieving their respective quality objectives in a
targeted and efficient manner. This defines the Agency's daily work.

Due to various circumstances at the time of the last review, ACQUIN initially had a two-year strategic plan
for 2020-2021. This was understandably criticised by the expert group. The recommendation was
thoroughly considered, and a defined process was initiated to develop a medium-term plan for a period of
five years. In this context, the mission and vision statements were also refined.

After preliminary reflections, a meeting between the Executive Board, the managing director, the heads of
the business departments, and the employees to discuss the design of a new strategy paper took place in
March 2023. In a second step, the heads of the business departments met with the managing director in
summer 2023 to further develop this document and discuss other aspects of internal development. The
corresponding draft was agreed with the Works Council and the Internal Quality Development and
submitted to the Executive Board for approval. The final document was then presented at the annual
General Assembly of the member institutions in 2024 for approval. It has been in force since July 2024.4

This process considered the positions and requirements of the member institutions identified in different
surveys, as well as lessons learned from previous periods of change in the accreditation system in Germany,
from experiences with activities abroad, and from the changes within the ACQUIN office itself.

As a result, the current strategic plan 2024-2029 explicitly defines a mission statement and a vision
statement, which are at the same time clearly distinguished from one another and significantly sharpened.
The central objectives and core characteristics of ACQUIN were maintained but phrased in a more distinct
and pragmatical manner.

ACQUIN continues to define itself as an organisation founded and supported by HEls, dedicated to assuring
and enhancing the quality of national and international HEIs and academic programmes. The Agency’s goal
is to ensure high-quality, internationally recognised qualifications, in compliance with relevant laws and
standards. ACQUIN collaborates with national and international partners and operates solely for charitable,
non-profit purposes.

Hence, ACQUIN strives to support national and international HEIs and education programmes in achieving
and developing their quality goals efficiently, while aligning external and internal requirements with each
institution’s unique objectives, profile, and culture. Acting as a reliable and independent partner, ACQUIN
provides tailored guidance, fosters intercultural understanding, integration, cooperation, and diversity, and

43 https://www.acquin.org/en/about-acquin/
44 See https://www.acquin.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/ACQUIN Strategic Plan 2024-2029 v1.1 eng short.pdf
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builds sustainable, trust-based relationships with all stakeholders. Across all of these processes, sustainability
acts as a guiding principle.

Five key objectives have been defined for the period from 2024 to 2029. ACQUIN aims to strengthen its
profile as a competent, agile, and trustworthy institution on both national and international levels. The
Agency focuses on sustainable growth by consolidating current activities, expanding its market share, and
entering new markets. Internal structures and processes are continuously optimised, enabling the Agency
to remain responsive to external changes. ACQUIN promotes cooperative, modern working conditions and
a sustainable HR policy, while ensuring the responsible and sustainable use of resources across all activities.

The strategic plan is also published on the ACQUIN website®. In line with the findings of the expert group
during the previous review in 2021, each of these five overarching objectives has been broken down into
further detail to define specific sub-goals that can be addressed with appropriate measures. For
competitive reasons, these individual objectives are not published but for internal use only. Upon request,
they can of course be made available to the expert group at any time.

This means that most of the work plans for the individual sub-goals have already been established for the
duration of the strategic plan. In many cases, these individual objectives serve directly as key performance
indicators and cross-divisional or annual key figures can be derived. Also, they are reflected in the annual
and semester planning, which also contains tasks beyond the strategic plan. As a result, strategic planning
and annual work plans are now directly linked. The format of the annual report has also been revised
accordingly. It is now divided into four main sections and thus includes: a) activity reports of the ACQUIN
committees and institutions (Executive Board, Accreditation Commission, Complaints and Appeals
Commission, office), b) activity reports of the three ACQUIN business departments (PRO, SYS, INT), ) activity
reports in the area of cooperation (HEls, GAC, other agencies, German Student Accreditation Pool (GSAP),
other (international) authorities) and participation in events, and d) an overview of all individual procedures
and study programmes as well as further details (e.g. in regards to employees, etc.). For reasons of data
protection and competition, the full detailed version is only made available to member institutions (and
other bodies on request). Nevertheless, a less comprehensive version will be published on the ACQUIN
website. This also implemented the recommendation to develop a more clearly defined strategic
orientation: at the same time, strategic planning was directly linked to the annual task plans.

In this context, the above-mentioned capacity utilisation design is a direct result of the efforts to sharpen
the work plans and link them with the Agency’s strategy. Capacity planning includes, for example, minimum
and maximum utilisation limits that define the manageable overall workload in relation to sales targets. This
way ACQUIN can ensure sufficient capacity for further tasks besides quality assurance procedures (such as
thematic analyses, etc.).

The current strategy paper will be evaluated by the relevant ACQUIN stakeholders in good time before its
expiration, and a corresponding revision process will be initiated. This process — administratively initiated by
Internal Quality Development — will again involve all relevant status groups, in particular the member
institutions of ACQUIN, ensuring that the Executive Board and the office act upon the intentions of the
member institutions. At the same time, the broad discussion and involvement will also ensure that the
defined objectives are supported by all stakeholders. This integrative approach is a distinct peculiarity of
ACQUIN, demonstrating how deeply the academic culture is embedded in the Agency.

This also encompasses the aspect of self-administration. ACQUIN therefore involves all relevant stakeholders
in the respective areas as required by its statutes. This ensures, for example, that all accreditation-related
decisions are made with the mandatory involvement of representatives from academia, professional

45 https://www.acquin.org/en/association/
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practice, and students. Accordingly, students are an integral part of all expert groups and represented in
the Accreditation Commission and the Complaints and Appeals Commission.

Although recommended by the review panel in 2021, student involvement is not planned for the
Executive Board due to comprehensible reasons. The Board does not make any decisions that are relevant
for accreditation, certification or consultation in these fields, but rather takes care of the administrative and
financial matters of the association, as defined in the ACQUIN statutes.*® The Executive Board is therefore
notably a responsible body for the economic aspects of managing the association. This aspect is of utmost
importance, as the Agency must finance itself completely independently and does not receive any funding
from third parties. Thereby, the Board must adhere to the instructions laid down by the member institutions
at the annual General Assembly. The Board thus serves as a supervisory body for the operational
management and the administrative office in administrative and financial matters. It does not make any
decisions that directly influence the quality assurance or quality development in of study programmes or at
the institutional level of HEIs.

Regarding all accreditation decisions, the ACQUIN office reports to the Accreditation Commission only —
not to the Executive Board (which illustrates the commission’s central status). The commission however
comprises the perspective and participation of students as follows: There are representatives from each
group of universities and universities of applied sciences, as well as one deputy representative. Since
ACQUIN always invites the deputies to all meetings of the Accreditation Commission, up to four students
may participate in each meeting of the Accreditation Commission. With a total of 27 members, this
corresponds to a share of 15 percent. This separation into an accreditation-related body (Accreditation
Commission) and an administrative and financial body (Executive Board) is also the reason why the
chairmanship of both bodies was merged when ACQUIN was established: the chair of the Executive Board
is by virtue of the statutes also the chair of the Accreditation Commission, in order to ensure that
information flows efficiently between both bodies and in order to complement each other's perspectives.
In this context, the structure clearly shows that the Accreditation Commission can act independently of the
Executive Board.”

The above illustrated structure demonstrates that all relevant stakeholders are involved in the governance
and work of the Agency. Thereby, student participation is entirely considered and implemented: Student
representatives are required®® to participate in the central body of the Agency, the Accreditation
Commission, which makes accreditation decisions and decides on all relevant matters relating to
accreditation. Since the membership structure of ACQUIN consists almost exclusively of HEIs, the interest of
the main focus group of quality assurance in the sense of the ESG is already firmly inherent in the
membership structure of ACQUIN due to the central position of the members and their annual gathering
(General Assembly). In the context of governance, the Executive Board is predominantly a legally required
body in accordance with German association law, which is primarily responsible for the administrative and
financial implementation of the intentions of the member institutions.*®

46 () Primarily, the duties of the board are as follows: a) preparation of the business plan, b) recruitment of associations and

institutions that are relevant for accreditation as members of the association as well as fundamental issues of membership
recruitment, ¢) resolutions on the admission of members and on the conclusion of agreements with other accreditation bodies.”
(Section 7 (6)), ACQUIN statutes.

47 The chairperson of the Accreditation Commission does not have any special voting rights due to the simultaneous chairmanship of
the Executive Board, as the decisions of the Accreditation Commission always require the approval of the majority of the members
of the accreditation commission as well as the majority of the university representatives.

48 Student members are proposed by German Student Accreditation Pool (GSAP), which is the student self-representation body and
thus an independent institution. More information on this can be found towards the end of chapter 5.2.

49 The distinction between scientific accreditation governance on the one hand and merely administrative matters on the other is a
specific structural feature of the German system resp. of the legal requirements: Starting with GAC, this division in administrative
matters and accreditation-related (and student-involved) activities can be identified across the majority of German agencies (AQAS,
ZEVA, evalag, ASIIN, FIBAA, AKAST).
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4.2 ESG Standard 3.4: Thematic analysis

Agencies should regularly publish reports that describe and analyse the general findings of their external quality
assurance activities.

Impulses from the 2021 Review

The ENQA panel and the EQAR Register Committee concurred that ACQUIN should ensure that “the publication of
thematic analyses [...] be regular and systematic”®C. It has been recommended by the panel that “to show
developments, as a starting point, ACQUIN should make a working plan for the next analyses to be done within the
coming 2-3 years and follow it,” focusing “on trends and areas of good practice as well as persistent difficulty across
the higher education system; they should pertain to institutional, national and international contexts. ">

Ad(ditionally, in a broader context related to quality assurance networks and the strategic positioning of the agency, the
panel noted that “the agency seems to be largely accepting the status quo and is little inclined to pursue potential
degrees of freedom. The panel, thus, advises ACQUIN to make the agency’s voice heard more on the national and
international stage, on its own behalf and on behalf of developing quality assurance. ACQUIN could take a more
(pro)active role in lobbying for its position regarding the national quality framework and the importance of supporting
institutional quality cultures.”>? This recommendation is highly relevant for the conceptualization and application of
thematic analysis as a tool for system-level reflection and policy engagement, pointing out the opportunity for ACQUIN
to contribute more visibly to the national and international QA discourse.

At yet another level, the panel recommended that “the definition of stakeholders could be reflected upon, taking
appropriate action for communication, and opportunities for cooperation with public authorities re-evaluated.”>3 This
suggestion was considered an impulse for the involvement of ACQUIN's stakeholders in thematic analysis projects in
order to include structured consultation phases and collaborative interpretation formats.

Thematic Analysis as a Strategic Response to Systemic Change

Thematic analysis has long been recognised as a developmental area within the Agency — an ongoing
construction site, so to say — and has gained renewed relevance in the context of the Agency’s internal
reconceptualisation. Importantly, the impulse for this transformation did not only originate within the
Agency itself but was supported by significant external developments. The 2018 revision of the legal
framework for accreditation redefined the roles and responsibilities of external quality assurance actors
across Germany, prompting a system-wide recalibration. The Agency, along with its stakeholders, had to
adapt to these changes and interpret their implications in a systematic and forward-looking way. Thematic
analysis emerged as a key instrument in this process — not merely as a reporting tool, but as a strategic
mechanism for understanding, navigating, and shaping the evolving QA landscape.

In parallel, global disruptions such as the COVID-19 pandemic required the Agency to rethink its operational
models — both in terms of organisational resilience and its role as a quality assurance body. These
developments underscored the need for structured, evidence-based approaches to sectoral change,
institutional responses, and emerging challenges. Thematic analysis became a vehicle for this reflection,
enabling the Agency to synthesise insights across procedures and stakeholder groups.

0 EQAR Register Committee, Approval of Application by ACQUIN for Renewal of Inclusion on the Register, 13 December 2021, p. 4.
Available at: https:/www.egar.eu/register/agencies/agency/?id=5

> ENQA Review Panel, External Review Report of ACQUIN, 24 June 2021, p. 25. Available at: https:/www.enga.eu/wp-
content/uploads/ACQUIN-external-review-report.pdf

52 |bid., p. 54., “Additional Observations, Quality Assurance Framework".
53 |bid., p. 20.
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The development of a strategy for thematic analysis was systematically addressed in connection with the
Agency’'s strategic planning. A structured approach was adopted to cover the resource allocation,
organisational, and conceptual dimensions of thematic analysis. Pilot projects were used to test and refine
methodologies, and the resulting framework now guides the Agency’s ongoing work in this area. This
internal capacity-building effort has laid the foundation for a more consistent and strategic approach to
thematic analysis, enabling the Agency to better align its analytical work with broader quality assurance
goals.

The following chapter outlines the Agency’s current approach to thematic analysis across five interrelated
dimensions:

e organisational aspects,

e resource allocation and technical enablement,

e conceptual aspects,

e dissemination: strategic communication of thematic analysis, and
e evidence — overview of completed and ongoing projects.

Together, these subsections illustrate how thematic analysis is now embedded in the Agency’s operational
logic, strategic planning, and stakeholder engagement — and how it contributes to the development of
quality assurance in a changing environment.

Organisational aspects
Structural Setup and Purpose

To ensure a systematic and strategic approach to thematic analysis, the Data and Process Manager has
taken on the task of coordinating thematic analyses. This role was formally assigned by the managing
director in 2023, providing a defined mandate and dedicated time for planning, delivery, and oversight of
thematic analysis activities. It was only at the beginning of 2024 that the stable staffing situation made it
possible to work consistently on thematic analysis projects.

Coordination and Collaborative Model

This involves close cooperation with the heads of the business departments and their deputies, and applies
a horizontal collaboration model, allowing ACQUIN’s project managers from all departments to contribute.
Participation is based on individual competencies, interests, or as part of in-depth staff development. This
collaborative structure fosters cross-departmental knowledge sharing and supports the identification and
dissemination of good practices. Internal and external stakeholder involvement in thematic analysis is also
coordinated through structured planning processes, with designated roles ensuring that relevant actors —
including Accreditation Commission and other stakeholder groups — are engaged at all stages, from topic
selection and project-based analysis to dissemination.

Integration and Strategic Alignment

Thematic analysis is integrated into the Agency’s broader internal quality assurance and research
framework. It aligns with strategic goals and contributes to policy development, ensuring that findings are
both relevant and actionable. The structured approach has allowed the Agency to move from dispersed, ad
hoc efforts to a coherent and impactful programme.
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Operational Maturity and Forward-Looking Function

In addition to its evaluative function, thematic analysis can serve as a strategic intelligence tool. It supports
the Agency in identifying emerging challenges and opportunities in the tertiary education landscape,
thereby informing strategic decisions and enhancing the Agency’s responsiveness to evolving developments.

These measures implement the recommendations from the 2021 review regarding the fine-tuning of
ACQUIN's policy on conducting thematic analysis.>*

Resource Allocation and Technical Enablement
Collaborative Approaches and System-Level Initiatives

While resource scarcity is often cited as a limiting factor in conducting thematic analysis, collaboration offers
more than just a way to share workload. It provides access to complementary expertise that an individual
agency may not possess — and in some cases, may not need to develop internally. This is particularly true
for cross-disciplinary and cross-national initiatives, where diverse stakeholder perspectives can enrich the
analytical process and support system-level innovation.

In the German context, collaboration between agencies is structurally constrained by the — intentional —
competitive nature of the accreditation system. Agencies operate within a market-oriented environment,
which limits opportunities for joint operational projects. Nonetheless, some system-established formats,
such as regular coordination meetings among German agencies and GAC, provide limited but structured
opportunities for exchange. In addition, strategic group actions — such as joint feedback on legislative
updates or shared commitments to international standards — have emerged as voluntary, issue-driven forms
of agency’s cooperation. A notable example is the joint statement issued by ACQUIN and AQAS,>* outlining
principles for conducting international procedures responsibly and maintaining high standards.
Unfortunately, a joint effort by all registered QAAs, led by GAC, to initiate cross-cutting thematic analyses
for which resources could have been pooled and data bases merged, has so far not progressed beyond the
initial planning stage.

Beyond the agency landscape, however, collaboration with other national stakeholders — such as HEls,
expert groups, and policy bodies — remains both feasible and valuable. At the international level,
collaborative approaches with agencies outside the competitive market, as well as with diverse stakeholder
groups, offer a wide range of opportunities. ACQUIN's current projects are designed as cross-disciplinary,
cross-national collaborations involving actors from both internal and external quality assurance. These
initiatives aim to stimulate the exchange of ideas and insights that can serve as a basis for peer learning and
the development of system-level solutions, particularly in addressing emerging challenges such as the
responsible use of artificial intelligence in higher education.

Unlocking Capacity through Data-Driven Innovation

In response to the operational challenges posed by the global health crisis, the Agency undertook a
comprehensive digital transformation beginning in 2021. Rather than indiscriminately expanding its
resource base, the Agency adopted an intensive approach to resource allocation — focusing on efficiency,
sustainability, and smart optimisation. This strategy reflects a broader commitment to enabling thematic
analysis not through increased expenditure, but through better use of existing capacities.

>4 This will be reflected in the revised Quality Management System (see chapter 4.3).

% “Code of Good Practice for Cross-Border Quality Assurance (CBQA)", https://www.acquin.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/
Code of Good Practice CBQA ACQUIN AQAS.pdf
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While the digitalisation process required a targeted investment of time and financial resources, it was
conceived as a long-term strategy to enhance operational efficiency and sustainability. The preparatory
phase, completed in late 2021, included the development of a rationale for change, an action plan, and a
monitoring mechanism. In 2022, the Agency introduced a new software system that integrates all
operational data into a unified database with external connectivity. The system offers extensive
customisation, long-term reliability, and continuous development, thereby supporting both business-level
and quality assurance-level operations.

This infrastructure has enabled the Agency to free up analytical capacity, reduce duplication of effort, and
ensure that thematic analysis can be conducted regularly and meaningfully. Importantly, the availability of
integrated data has strengthened the Agency’s capacity for data-informed decision-making across both its
business operations and its role as a quality assurance agency. This includes thematic analysis as a strategic
activity, allowing for more targeted planning, improved coordination across departments, and enhanced
responsiveness to emerging trends.

This approach demonstrates that resource optimisation is not merely a technical challenge, but a strategic
opportunity. By investing in digital infrastructure and organisational innovation, the Agency has created the
conditions for sustainable thematic analysis — without relying on additional staffing or external funding. It
is @ model of doing more with what is already available, and of unlocking potential through careful design
and collaborative practice.

Conceptual Aspects
Supporting Change: ACQUIN'’s Perspective on Evolving Thematic Analysis

Recent sector-wide reflections — for instance those emerging from the IMINQA project®® and the ENQA
review panel for the external review of ENQA Agency Reviews®” — have prompted a critical reassessment of
how thematic analysis could be conceptualised and implemented. These reflections highlight that limiting
thematic analysis to the results of accreditation procedures may be too narrow and formalistic to fully
capture the strategic potential of this activity. While not yet a widespread practice, there is an emerging
innovative direction that suggests thematic analysis could evolve into a more forward-looking, research-
informed tool — one that integrates stakeholder perspectives, sectoral discourse, and broader policy
challenges.

ACQUIN shares this view and is committed to exploring this broader conceptualisation. The Agency sees
thematic analysis not only as a reporting obligation, but as a strategic instrument for system-level reflection,
policy development, and collaborative learning. This evolving understanding informs ACQUIN’s approach

%6 See: EQAR (2023 & 2024), “Preparatory Thematic Analysis” and “Thematic Analysis: European Approach for Quality Assurance of
Joint Programmes”. Developed within the IMINQA project to support Peer Learning Activity 3, the analysis exemplifies a forward-
looking use of thematic analysis. It moves beyond procedural synthesis to explore systemic barriers, stakeholder perspectives, and
policy-level implications of implementing the European Approach. These outputs reflect how thematic analysis can be used as a
strategic instrument for system-level reflection and policy learning. Available at: Preparatory
Note: https://www.eqgar.eu/assets/uploads/2023/09/Preparatory ThematicAnalysis PLA3 IMINQA.pdf; Final Thematic
Analysis: https://www.eqar.eu/assets/uploads/2024/11/ThematicAnalysis PLA3 1.pdf

57 See: ENQA (2025), “External Review of ENQA Agency Reviews”, pp. 32-33. The review panel recommends that ENQA “adopts a
broader interpretation of ESG 3.4 to strengthen the development and purpose of the thematic analyses and develops a more
strategic approach... one that is driven by research questions rather than solely relying on a synthesis of external reviews.” The panel
further notes that “ENQA’s unique role in the higher education QA landscape positions it to take a more strategic approach to
thematic analyses — one that emphasises the development and evolution of QA within member agencies rather than merely
ensuring  strict  compliance.”  Available  at:  https://www.enga.eu/wp-content/uploads/Review-Report-ENQA-Agency-
Review KIC2025 FinalReport.pdf
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to topic selection and its efforts to embed thematic analysis more deeply into its strategic and operational
framework.

Topic Selection: From Accreditation Results to Broader Strategic Relevance

ACQUIN's approach to topic selection is grounded in the outcomes of its accreditation activities — particularly
the insights derived from expert reports, but also from broader procedural observations. What marks a
conceptual shift, however, is the Agency’s deliberate effort to adopt a broader lens: to examine emerging
issues not solely through the functioning of its own system, but from alternative and often transnational
perspectives. In this context, participation in conferences organised by international stakeholders — such as
ENQA, EQAF, or INQAAHE — proves especially valuable. These forums address both well-established themes
and nascent concerns or problematics that are beginning to shape the global quality assurance discourse.

The Agency acknowledges that some of the most strategically relevant developments in higher education,
while clearly observable during accreditation procedures, are not explicitly addressed in the ESG or the
German system. These issues often manifest as recurring patterns, institutional tensions, or sectoral blind
spots — yet they fall outside the scope of codified criteria.

Restricting thematic analysis to what is already formalised in regulatory frameworks would risk reinforcing
a reactive posture and missing opportunities to engage with forward-looking challenges. ACQUIN therefore
considers it essential to address such topics proactively — not because they are prescribed, but because they
are meaningful. This includes reflecting on the broader societal implications of QA and responding to
feedback from both internal and external stakeholders, including Accreditation Commission, expert panels,
and HEls. In some cases, the Agency is explicitly approached in its role as a facilitator of dialogue and
guidance, particularly when stakeholders seek orientation on complex or emerging issues. For example,
ACQUIN has proactively initiated two international interdisciplinary projects on Al in quality assurance that
are conducted as joint initiatives with representatives of different groups of stakeholders. Both projects
respond to the already present and pressing challenges posed by Al in internal and external quality assurance
in the context of higher education. This reinforces ACQUIN's institutional mandate not only as an evaluator,
but also as a partner in shaping quality assurance discourse and practice.

Dissemination: Strategic Communication of Thematic Analysis

At ACQUIN, dissemination is understood not merely as the final step in the thematic analysis process, but
as an integral part of its strategic function. Internally and nationally, thematic analysis findings are
communicated through structured exchanges with stakeholders, including member institutions, expert
panels, and the Accreditation Commission. These interactions often precede formal publication and serve
as a way to validate insights, gather feedback, and refine the Agency’s understanding of emerging issues.
While the publication of thematic analyses is still being systematised, the communication of findings is
already embedded in ACQUIN's operational logic and stakeholder relationships.

Dissemination is also closely tied to relationship management. The Agency views thematic analysis as a tool
for building trust and fostering cooperation — not only with HEls, but also with other QA actors at national
(e.g. GAC, professional associations) and international levels (e.g. QA authorities in other countries,
networks, and associations). Communication cycles are designed to support mutual learning and to ensure
that findings are not only shared but also discussed and acted upon. In this sense, dissemination becomes
a mechanism for sustaining dialogue, rather than simply delivering conclusions.

The Agency actively engages in communicating findings through multiple channels and formats, ensuring
that thematic analysis contributes to dialogue, learning, and impact. Presentations at international
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conferences such as ENQA and INQAAHE are a regular part of this effort, allowing ACQUIN to position its
work within broader transnational discourses and to reflect on shared challenges in quality assurance.

ACQUIN is currently working to further develop its dissemination strategy, aligning it more closely with its
mission and the needs of its stakeholders. This includes ensuring that findings are made publicly accessible,
while continuing to prioritise meaningful engagement and responsiveness. While some thematic analyses
have not yet been formally published, they have already been shared with and presented to relevant
stakeholders through a variety of collaborative and interactive activities. Thematic analysis is not conceived
as a quick output activity, but as a collaborative and reflective process that requires time, interaction, and a
momentum-building period. The current portfolio of projects reflects this strategic planning process, with
multiple analyses underway at different stages of completion. The formal publication cycle is defined to
make the results of one project per year publicly available, following prior engagement and discussion with
relevant stakeholders throughout the analysis procedures. Thematic analysis, in this context, serves both as
a reflection of the Agency’s work and as a contribution to the evolving quality assurance landscape.

Evidence — Overview of Completed and Ongoing Projects

ACQUIN's thematic analysis portfolio reflects a growing commitment to strategic diversity, methodological
depth, and sectoral responsiveness. The Agency’s projects span multiple categories — including sector-
specific, system-level, beyond-compliance initiatives, and recurrence-based analysis — each designed to
support institutional learning and policy reflection. Together, these projects illustrate how thematic analysis
is evolving into a structured, multi-dimensional instrument for supporting change, engaging stakeholders,
and navigating regulatory complexity.®

Sector-Sensitive Thematic Analysis: Specific challenges in the accreditation of music, art, and design degree
programs.

A sector-specific thematic analysis initiative “Specific challenges in the accreditation of music, art, and
design degree programs (KuMuGe)" was launched by ACQUIN's national programme accreditation
department (PRO) to address the interpretive and procedural challenges faced by art and music HEIs under
the current legal framework. Following the formation of a dedicated networking group at ACQUIN's annual
General Assembly, the project began with a needs assessment in October 2023, inviting member HEls to
express interest in a joint initiative. The positive response confirmed the relevance of the topic and led to a
system-level analysis of all accreditation decisions concerning art and music programmes — not only those
conducted by ACQUIN, but across all German agencies.

The internal analysis focused on recurring uncertainties and conditions in accreditation decisions, particularly
those linked to the interpretation of criteria under the Specimen Decree and the decrees of the Laender.
The intention and preliminary findings were shared with ACQUIN’s Accreditation Commission in autumn
2023, and several commission members joined the initiative, reinforcing its legitimacy and strategic
relevance. An online exchange was held in February 2024 with active participation from both HEIs and
ACQUIN, enabling collaborative interpretation of the data and shared reflection on procedural patterns.
The results were formally presented to the Accreditation Commission in June 2024 and subsequently shared
with GAC.

In response to ACQUIN’s proactive sharing of its internal analysis, GAC proposed that the topic should be
selected for the next system-level exchange format. This led to the organisation of a joint event in May

%8 This implements the recommendation from the 2021 review to follow a work plan for the upcoming years. At the same time, it
implements the recommendation that the approach should focus on trends and areas of good practice as well as persistent
difficulties across the higher education system while pertaining to institutional, national and international contexts.
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2025, titled " Specific challenges in the accreditation of music, art, and design degree programmes” .>® The
event brought together representatives from HEls, QAAs, and GAC itself to discuss the complexities of
assessing and accrediting artistic programmes and to reflect on the findings of the KuMuGe initiative.
ACQUIN's participation in this dialogue reinforced the Agency’s role as a facilitator of sector-sensitive QA
and as a contributor to national-level reflection. Following multiple rounds of consultation and stakeholder
exchange, the results of the KuMuGe project are currently being finalised and prepared for publication. The
findings are also being used internally to inform decision-making processes and to strengthen the Agency’s
strategic understanding of recurring procedural challenges. The KuMuGe project will be further developed
in the context of teacher education, where additional regulatory complexities may arise.

A parallel initiative is already being planned for police and administrative HEls, applying the same
collaborative and reflective model. Its relevance is further underscored by the fact that the end of the current
accreditation cycle for these institutions is approaching, allowing ACQUIN to prepare in advance and
support the process through targeted thematic analysis. Importantly, this topic has also been actively raised
and suggested by one of the institutions concerned, reinforcing its practical urgency and stakeholder
relevance. Together, these projects exemplify ACQUIN's evolving approach to thematic analysis: moving
beyond formalism, engaging with sectoral nuance, and supporting change through structured dialogue and
strategic evidence.

System-Level Analysis: Structural Impact of the 2018 Accreditation Framework

The project “The Chronopolitics of Quality Assurance: Gatekeeping or Joint Action? Case Study of System
Accreditation in Germany 2018-2024" investigates the structural consequences of the 2018 reform of the
German accreditation system. The reform, triggered by the Federal Constitutional Court’s ruling on
institutional autonomy, introduced state oversight and redefined the roles of external QA actors. QAAs were
formally repositioned as procedural facilitators, while GAC assumed exclusive decision-making authority.
This reconfiguration altered the cooperation scheme between QA actors and extended the procedural
timeline, raising the central question: has the reform substantively contributed to quality development, or
has it primarily intensified bureaucratic burden?

To address this question, ACQUIN undertook a system-level analysis of all system accreditation procedures
completed in Germany between 2018 and 2024 — across all QAAs. This comprehensive dataset enables a
structural assessment of how the framework operates in practice. The analytical approach is grounded in a
coding scheme developed (originally in 2018 following the framework change) through ACQUIN's prior
work on programme accreditation and refined through iterative feedback from internal and external
stakeholders, including ENQA review panels and sectoral discourse at ENQA and EQAF events. The
chronopolitical lens is employed not to foreground time as a variable, but to understand how procedural
architecture and actor interaction shape the conditions under which quality development is negotiated.

The study reveals that conditions are identified and fulfilled throughout the accreditation procedure, with
45 % of conditions resolved prior to the final decision. This evidences the presence of a multi-stage follow-
up mechanism embedded in the framework, which enables incremental quality development through
dialogue-based interaction between QA actors. The framework’s structure allows for conditions to be
addressed at multiple stages, and the analysis documents how this procedural design facilitates joint action
rather than sequential gatekeeping. The study also highlights the importance of Agency input during the
evaluation phase, which forms the basis for GAC's subsequent decisions.

Thematic clustering of 200 conditions across 59 cases reveals recurring challenges in areas such as
transparency of decision-making, publication of quality reports, independence of assessments, and

%9 https://www.akkreditierungsrat.de/en/node/81
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stakeholder inclusion. These findings suggest that the framework’s complexity is not inherently detrimental,
but that its effectiveness depends on how procedural roles are enacted and interpreted. The study refrains
from causal explanation, aiming instead to provide a descriptive foundation for further collaborative
analysis. The ambition is to move from rhetorical critique to evidence-based reflection, supporting a
transition from gatekeeping logic to joint-action thinking in the governance of quality assurance. This
confirms and reinforces the shared understanding articulated during the joint digital event held in March
2024 by ACQUIN and GAC, titled “Three Actors — One Objective (?) — The Roles of HEIs, QAAs, and GAC
in System Accreditation”. The event focused on the procedural lifecycle of system accreditation and
emphasised the collaborative nature of evaluation and decision-making processes across all stakeholder
groups.®®

The project has been under development since April 2024 and has been presented at various stages to
ACQUIN's Accreditation Commission, both for general orientation and detailed feedback. The (content-
wise) final version of the paper was completed and endorsed at the Accreditation Commission’s March
2025 meeting.5' The project is currently being used internally to support informed decision-making, in
continuity with previous research efforts. It will follow the same dissemination strategy as the KuMuGe
initiative, including structured stakeholder engagement and coordinated publication formats. The project
has also been accepted for poster presentation at EQAF 2025, offering ACQUIN an opportunity to share its
methodology and findings and receive feedback. The project will be continued through annual system-level
analyses to monitor emerging trends and inform QA practice.

A second phase of the project is currently in preparation, focusing on the recommendations issued by expert
panels in system accreditation reports. It will explore the feasibility of different modes of follow-up
procedures within the German accreditation framework, in connection with the autonomy of HEls in
assuring their quality and reflect on the roles of all stakeholders involved.

Beyond Compliance: Operationalising Thematic Analysis in the Context of Artificial Intelligence

Artificial intelligence has become a structurally relevant factor in higher education and external quality
assurance (EQA). Although — understandably — not yet explicitly addressed in ESG 2015, its relevance is
increasingly acknowledged in the ongoing discussions surrounding the ESG update. The absence of formal
reference does not reflect a lack of urgency but rather the complexity of the technological landscape and
the evolving nature of regulatory responses. Despite this, QAAs are already encountering Al-related
guestions in practice — during accreditation procedures, in consultations with HEls, and through inquiries
from panel experts. These interactions reveal a growing need for structured reflection, normative
positioning, and procedural guidance.

ACQUIN's approach to thematic analysis in this context deliberately moves beyond a compliance logic.
Anchoring analysis solely in the physical outputs of accreditation — such as ESG-aligned formally codified
reports — would be limiting. It would risk overlooking emerging problematics that, while not yet
institutionalised, are already shaping daily practice. The Agency’s engagement with Al is grounded in
recurring questions raised by multiple stakeholders across procedures. These questions have not emerged
from abstract speculation, but from the lived reality of accreditation work — where institutions, experts, and
QA actors alike seek orientation on how to navigate new technological conditions.

Rather than waiting for formal codification, ACQUIN has begun to operationalise thematic analysis as a
strategic and collaborative process. Al is treated not as a topic to be retrofitted into existing frameworks but
as a lens through which to interrogate those frameworks themselves. This shift enables the Agency to

80 See also chapter 4.3.

61 After the final layout, this analysis will be available to the public in autumn 2025 here: https:/www.acquin.org/en/publications/.
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respond to stakeholder concerns promptly, ideally anticipate regulatory developments, and contribute to
the shaping of future standards. Thematic analysis, in this sense, can become a tool for navigating
uncertainty, fostering institutional learning, and reinforcing ACQUIN's role as a partner — not merely a
procedural facilitator — in the evolving QA landscape.

Alin Internal QA of HEl: ACQUIN is currently contributing to the international thematic analysis project
"QA and Al: Between Gatekeeping and Guidance”, which began in November 2024. The pilot has been
presented at the 2025 INQAAHE conference. The project focuses on how HEls address Al-related challenges
within their internal quality assurance systems. It is conducted in collaboration with a cross-national, cross-
disciplinary team of QA professionals, institutional representatives, and policy experts. Based on a global
survey, the study explores how institutions engage with Al in dialogue with internal stakeholders, including
academic staff, students, and administrative units. It examines both the perceived risks and the potential
benefits of Al integration and reflects on how institutional practices align with ESG 2015 standards. The
project exemplifies ACQUIN’s commitment to supporting institutional learning, fostering peer exchange,
and contributing to the development of system-level solutions for emerging challenges in higher education.
As part of its next phase, the project foresees structured experience exchange formats and presentation of
results, designed to facilitate collaborative reflection and the joint development of sustainable approaches
to Al integration. These activities aim to strengthen peer learning across institutional and national contexts
and to support the emergence of shared principles for responsible innovation in internal quality assurance.

Al in External QA: The project “"EQAAAI: Exploring the Role of Artificial Intelligence in External Quality
Assurance — From Paradigm Shift to Paradigmatic Case” aims to develop practical guidance for responsible
Al use in external QA, grounded in a cross-domain modelling approach and conducted by an international,
interdisciplinary team of experts from QAAs, HEIs, legal professions, and technical domains. It responds to
the growing relevance of agentic Al systems — capable of autonomous planning and reasoning — and the
regulatory uncertainty surrounding their implementation, including the transparency obligations under
Article 50 of the EU Al Act. The project focuses on operationalising responsible practices within existing
normative frameworks, such as ESG 2015 and national QA regulations, and draws on structural parallels
with the legal profession — including institutional independence, confidentiality, and ethical accountability
— to treat law as a paradigmatic case for regulated Al use. The guidelines are structured in three parts:
foundational understanding of Al output, normative guidance for responsible use, and practical application
through mapped QA use cases. EQAAAI positions ACQUIN as a contributor to the development of
transferable, regulation-sensitive models for Al integration in external quality assurance.

Recurrence-Based Analysis

Recurrence-based analysis of programme accreditation procedures in Kazakhstan introduces a longitudinal,
pattern-seeking logic to ACQUIN's thematic analysis portfolio. A preparatory project was completed in 2023
and shared with national authorities; its continuation became possible after the completion of the latest
peak of accreditation procedures in summer 2025. In this analysis, ACQUIN examines recommendations
issued across multiple cycles over the past decade to identify whether certain issues recur systematically and,
if so, whether targeted support or structured follow-up mechanisms are warranted. This approach shifts
the Agency’s role from procedural evaluator to strategic enabler, offering evidence-based justification for
follow-up activities. Depending on feasibility and profile alignment, the next phase may be conducted jointly
with another QAA operating under similar conditions, allowing for comparative insights and shared
methodological refinement. Recurrence-based analysis complements ACQUIN’s existing categories — sector-
specific, system-level, and beyond compliance — by focusing on institutional learning across time and the
strategic use of procedural memory.
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Concluding Reflections and Outlook

Thematic analysis at ACQUIN has shifted from a peripheral task to a strategically embedded function —
supporting change, engaging stakeholders, and contributing to system-level reflection. This development
has been shaped by internal reconceptualisation and by external feedback, both from European bodies such
as ENQA and EQAR in 2021, and from ACQUIN's own stakeholders — especially member institutions, who
increasingly seek the Agency’s trusted input on complex and emerging issues.

The feedback from the previous review suggested that ACQUIN seemed “to be largely accepting the status
quo and is little inclined to pursue potential degrees of freedom" . The panel advised ACQUIN “to make the
Agency’s voice heard more on the national and international stage, on its own behalf and on behalf of
developing quality assurance”, saying that “ACQUIN could take a more (pro)active role in lobbying for its
position regarding the national quality framework and the importance of supporting institutional quality
cultures.”

In this context, thematic analysis has become a strategic channel for initiating system-level dialogue involving
stakeholders nationally and internationally. It enables the Agency to engage with regulatory complexity,
reflect on shared challenges, and contribute to the development of quality assurance frameworks.
Additionally, ACQUIN’s active participation in international events — including presentations at ENQA,
INQAAHE, and other peer learning formats — reflects a sustained commitment to transnational exchange
and sector-wide learning. These engagements are not merely symbolic; they serve as platforms for
presenting thematic analysis findings, testing conceptual approaches, and building consensus around
emerging priorities.

Thematic analysis, in this sense, is not only a tool for reflection but a mechanism for policy engagement. It
allows ACQUIN to contribute meaningfully and regularly to the evolution of quality assurance — not through
authority, but through insight, evidence, and collaboration. The Agency will continue to develop thematic
analysis as a core instrument for shaping quality assurance across institutional, national, and international
contexts.
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4.3 ESG Standard 3.6: Internal quality assurance and professional conduct

Agencies should have in place processes for internal quality assurance related to defining, assuring and enhancing the
quality and integrity of their activities.

Impulses from the 2021 Review

The EQAR Register Committee observed that the ENQA panel was “positive about the internal quality assurance system
of the agency, with the exception of the professional development of the staff.”6? The ENQA panel also pointed out
that “the professional development of staff would benefit from a more systematic planning approach.”®?

Furthermore, the EQAR Register Committee noted that “the agency has not fully addressed the instances of partial
compliance from the previous renewals of the registration”®*: the training of experts (ESG 2.4) and the publication of
thematic analyses (ESG 3.4) — these topics are addressed in separate chapters of this report (chapters 5.2 and 4.2).

As described further above, the Agency has undergone immense changes since the last review. Starting
with the restructuring and replacement of the management in 2021, a coordinated overhaul of the
internal structure of the office was initiated. After various rounds of consultation involving Works
Council, the internal quality management, all ACQUIN employees and the Executive Board, the new
structure was fully implemented in October 2023. Since then, the office has been divided into three business
departments and five organisational departments. This process was carefully planned to ensure sustainable
and proper results. At the same time, there were unforeseen staff changes and absences between 2021
and 2023, which meant that in many areas the focus had to be placed on fulfilling the accreditation and
certification procedures, and other internal developments could not be carried out as rapidly as originally
planned.

However, since the beginning of 2024, the number of employees finally has remained constant. This is also
the result of the measures that have been introduced, which have led to a significant improvement in
working conditions. Nevertheless, it should not be forgotten that the onboarding of new colleagues has
been a major challenge. 43 percent of employees have been with the Agency for less than five years.
Although the onboarding process has been revised and adapted, this situation still poses an enormous
exertion for an institution of this size. For example, an internal team was set up to comprehensively check
and edit accreditation reports, particularly those written by newer colleagues. Although this ensures higher
quality results, it requires significant resources that are then less available for other tasks (such as internal
advancement).

Internal quality management is now firmly anchored in the structure of the office as its own
organisational area (Internal Quality Development (IQD)). The position is filled by one person and a deputy.
The position is designed so that it does not necessarily have to carry out all internal QM tasks itself but
rather acts in a coordinating capacity in many cases. This means that, depending on the task at hand, a
working group is put together consisting of various people employed at ACQUIN. IQD is involved in this
process in that it coordinates the working groups without having to take responsibility for the content in
each individual case.

52 EQAR Register Committee, Approval of Application by ACQUIN for Renewal of Inclusion on the Register, 13 December 2021, p. 5.
Available at: https:/www.eqgar.eu/register/agencies/agency/?id=5

6 ENQA Review Panel, External Review Report of ACQUIN, 24 June 2021, p. 30. Available at: https:/www.enga.eu/wp-
content/uploads/ACQUIN-external-review-report.pdf

54 EQAR Register Committee, Approval of Application by ACQUIN for Renewal of Inclusion on the Register, 13 December 2021, p. 5.
Available at: https://www.eqar.eu/register/agencies/agency/?id=5
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For example, a working group has been set up to deal with the requirements and implementation of the
General Data Protection Requlation (GDPR) at ACQUIN. The working group is led by ACQUIN's Data
Protection Officer (DPO). The objectives and the date of completion of the project were agreed between
the management and the project management. However, IQD is regularly informed about the progress of
the project and can in turn report internally and to the management on the current project status. Once
the project is complete, the results will be incorporated into the internal QM documentation. This task is
also carried out by IQD, which ensures that all relevant documents and areas are addressed in the event of
such changes.

At the same time, direct responsibility for the business area lies with the division management, the heads
of the business departments and their deputies. If a need for adjustment is identified,®® this is coordinated
within the respective team, for example if guidelines for preparing SARs or content on the website need
revision. Management and IQD have been informed about the implementation of these adjustment
measures. Final approval rests with the management. This ensures an agile and low-threshold response to
adjustment requirements: at the same time, all affected colleagues are involved and informed. Nevertheless,
it is also important to learn that quality assurance measures can be requested by any employee and — once
successfully reviewed by IQD and the manging director — are then initiated accordingly.

One of the major ongoing projects of ACQUIN’s Internal Quality Development (IQD) and the management
is the revision and digitalisation of ACQUIN’s Quality Management System, mainly consisting of the
following components:

e The Quality Management Manual (QM manual): providing an overview of ACQUIN’s fundamental
structures, responsibilities and guiding principles, as well as the interaction between core and
supporting processes within the agency.

e The Process Guidelines — defining, describing and standardising all core and supporting processes.
They specify responsibilities, interfaces and required documentation, ensuring consistency,
traceability and clarity in day-to-day operations. The process guidelines also serve as a basis for the
training of (new) staff and continuous improvement.

e The Internal Documentation System (IDS) — serving as the central digital platform of the Quality
Management System. It ensures version control, standardised templates and immediate accessibility
of all quality-relevant documents, supporting transparency, traceability and consistent
implementation of updates across all processes.

Closely related is the development of role specific descriptions of the various positions within ACQUIN,
based on the ACR-principle (alignment of tasks, competences and responsibilities). These descriptions define
organisational roles and interfaces, ensuring clarity and accountability across all functions. They will be
stored in the Internal Documentation System and directly linked to the corresponding organisational units.

This means that in the current situation the already existing QM manual basically remains valid, but the
available resources are working on the new development. The original plan was to have all of these elements
finished by the time of the site visit of the expert group in December 2025. However, as other pressing
projects were being pursued at the same time, it will be delayed somewhat. These other projects, which
also required corresponding resources, included for example the implementation of a new software-based
telephone system, the introduction of an expense and travel expense management system (which now
provides all employees with their own credit card), the change of tax advisory and auditing company, and
— in cooperation with the Works Council — the creation of a new works agreement (regulating working
hours, mobile working, special leave and additional company benefits, working time recording, working

85 Revisions may be necessary if a) internal processes no longer function as smoothly or successfully as planned, or b) external
requirements demand change, or c) a regular review is due after a certain period of time (usually after 1 to 2 years).
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time accounts and time off in lieu), a works agreement for holiday planning and a framework works
agreement on the introduction and use of information and communication technology systems.

In response to the impulses raised by the EQAR Register Committee in their renewal decision, the
structured planning, recruitment, utilisation and further training of employees has been
significantly professionalised.

First of all, the recruitment process has been fundamentally revised. When hiring new employees, a
committee is now formed consisting of the managing director, the three heads of the business departments
and a representative of the Works Council, who also represents the perspective of the project managers.
From the applications received, this committee selects candidates who are invited for an interview. The
interviews with the applicants are conducted by the entire committee which then agrees on a candidate.
The managing director afterwards submits a proposal to the Executive Board, which makes the final decision
on the appointment. Since the selection processes have been carried out strictly according to this principle,
staff turnover has been reduced to zero since the beginning of 2024.

At the same time, as already mentioned above, a coordinated capacity planning system was set up.
Thereby, a link between the workload of the project managers and the revenue to be generated was
established. With this, the three heads of the business departments (responsible for capacity planning) are
enabled to recognise how many resources are available to them per semester or academic year and to
accept or reject assignments accordingly. This prevents project managers from becoming overloaded. At
the same time, it ensures that the Agency operates at the minimum capacity required to guarantee long-
term (financial) stability. This approach also makes it possible to identify at an early stage whether more or
less revenue is required in individual areas and whether existing resources need to be reallocated.

The further training of employees has also been professionalised accordingly. For example, one colleague
successfully participated in the ENQA Leadership Development Programme. Other employees in
management positions received training tailored to their individual needs (and of a comparable scope). A
colleague successfully completed a certification as a data protection officer. All members of the Works
Council successfully participated in a lawyer-led training course focusing employee rights. Furthermore, in
2025, full-day training courses on communication and conflict management were held for all employees.
These training courses were individually tailored to the Agency's needs (mainly academic context) and
conducted by a department at the University of Bamberg®. Professional development is also a priority.
ACQUIN employees regularly participate in relevant events at the European level, such as ENQA General
Assembly and Members’ Forum and similar events at CEENQA or INQAAHE, the European Quality Assurance
Forum (EQAF), and other events. As part of a CEENQA project, a staff exchange took place with the
Romanian QAA ARACIS — Agentia Roménd de Asigurare a Calitdtii in Invdtémantu Superior. The exchange
and cooperation with ARACIS were later continued outside of this project.

ACQUIN also maintains close cooperation with the countries in which it operates. Visits from foreign
delegations and cooperation partners are always used as an opportunity to hold internal information events
and familiarise ACQUIN employees with country-specific peculiarities and requirements.

In the national context, ACQUIN project managers participate in relevant conferences and events as well.
At the same time, intensive cooperation with GAC is taking place. In 2024, for example, ACQUIN carried
out a joint project with GAC. This was a one-day information event entitled " Three Actors — One Objective
(?) — The Roles of HEIs, QAAs, and GAC in System Accreditation”.®” The joint information and training event
organised by GAC and ACQUIN provided the approximately 100 participants of German national HEIs with

66 https://www.uni-bamberg.de/kap/

57 https://www.akkreditierungsrat.de/en/node/254
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a comprehensive insight into the entire system accreditation process. Key topics such as assessment
processes and procedures for system accreditation and reaccreditation were discussed in depth in various
formats, including workshops.

ACQUIN also offered to new employees of GAC's office to observe accreditation procedures (as a type of
"internship”). The aim of this offer is to provide practical insight into the working methods of QAAs and
expert groups, thereby deepening the understanding of the processes and challenges involved in the
procedures. Two colleagues from GAC's office have already visited ACQUIN, and a return visit by a colleague
from ACQUIN to the GAC is already planned. In addition, ACQUIN is organising a summer meeting this year
to which representatives of GAC and all QAAs approved in Germany are invited to attend workshops on
overarching and system-related topics. The format was launched by GAC in the previous year and is being
continued by ACQUIN this year aiming to establish a permanent exchange format between the offices of
the approved agencies and GAC.

Crucial items such as thematic analyses and training for experts have also now been brought into focus. For
example, thematic analyses are now coordinated by DPM. At the same time, the heads of the business
departments and the managing director have been systematically involved in this process. In addition, all
colleagues can participate in all thematic analysis projects at any time (see chapter 4.2) and the training of
experts has also been professionalised accordingly (see chapter 5.2).
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5 Design and implementation of the agency’s EQA activities related to the focus
areas of Part 2 of the ESG

5.1 ESG Standard 2.1: Consideration of internal quality assurance

External quality assurance should address the effectiveness of the internal quality assurance processes described in Part
1 of the ESG.

Impulses from the 2021 Review

The ENQA panel advised ACQUIN “to revisit the mapping between ESG Part 1 and the programme as well as system
accreditation criteria and discuss the issue with the GAC with the aim to align understanding and communication to
the public.” ¢ Furthermore they suggested to explore how the Agency “could contribute to the cooperation within the
triangle of higher education institutions, the German ENIC-NARIC, and other organizations addressing fair recognition
and admission”. ©°

No substantial changes have been made to the implementation of this standard. Therefore, only a brief
description of the current, unchanged approach is provided below.

As stated in ACQUIN's vision statement, the Agency aims to support national and international institutions
and training programmes in the tertiary education sector in ensuring and developing their quality so that
the respective quality objectives can be achieved in a targeted and efficient manner while ensuring the
compatibility of external and internal requirements with individual quality objectives. ACQUIN's
quality concept is based on the assumption that criteria-led quality development is just as individual as the
profiles and organisational cultures of institutions in the tertiary education sector. Therefore, ACQUIN's
counselling and support is equally individualised and adapted to the specific needs of the individual
institutions.

It was also stated before that ACQUIN refers to the Bologna principles as a central point of reference in all
its activities. Accordingly, the ESG provides the central basis of the procedures and activities carried out by
ACQUIN, with the criteria of Part 1 forming the foundation of every assessment process. On this overarching
basis, ACQUIN strives to support HEls in their individual quality development.

Hence, ACQUIN has developed guidelines at both the programme and the institutional level for all its
external quality assurance procedures, which provide information about the underlying process and
assessment criteria (referring to the corresponding ESG criteria) and which are available on ACQUIN's
website. Where applicable, national criteria are aligned with the ESG Part 1.

In the German national context, the criteria defining the assessment procedures are laid down by law
and are very sharply outlined. One of the guiding principles of the German accreditation system is ensuring
compatibility with the ESG.”® HEIs must demonstrate that they meet all formal and academic criteria. In

% ENQA Review Panel, External Review Report of ACQUIN, 24 June 2021, p. 33. Available at: https:/www.enga.eu/wp-
content/uploads/ACQUIN-external-review-report.pdf

& |bd.

70 The Specimen Decree was revised in autumn 2024. In advance, all relevant stakeholders in the German accreditation system were
asked to submit comments and suggestions for improvement. Ultimately, many points were clarified or specified in more detail, but
no substantial changes were made. The legislator — or, more specifically, the Lédnder, — alone decided which changes were to be
taken into account; neither GAC nor the agencies were involved in the final decision-making process, which demonstrates the
limited influence on the legal requirements. Nevertheless, ACQUIN and the other German agencies were able to ensure that a
criticism from the last review in 2021 was addressed in the renewed version of the Specimen Decree: the specific codification of the
Lisbon Recognition Convention is now explicitly enshrined in the revised Specimen Decree (§ 3 (4)).
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national assessment procedures of study programmes (including joint programmes) and quality
management systems (system accreditation) the assessment criteria are defined in the Interstate study
accreditation treaty and the Specimen Decree.”" GAC, as the decision-making body for accreditations within
this legal framework has prepared a mapping grid between the standards of the Specimen Decree and the
ESG part 1.72

Legal requirements in Germany stipulate that GAC has the task to provide binding templates for the reports
of the expert groups which are part of the accreditation application. These templates must be applied by
the agencies without exception. Consequently, there is no scope for applying additional criteria or, for
example, changing the order or the grouping of the criteria.”® Consequently, ACQUIN has developed
guidelines for HEIls so that they can prepare their SARs in accordance with these requirements. Guidelines
have also been developed for the experts, ensuring they are aware of the perspectives of the legislator and
GAC on each criterion.

Furthermore, German accreditation agencies do not have the opportunity to participate in national ENIC-
NARIC activities, as these are politically — and therefore legally — separated from the accreditation system
in Germany.”*

Certification procedures offered by ACQUIN in Germany that take place within the scope of the ESG but
outside the Specimen Decree also continue to fully comply with ESG Part 1.

In the international context, all aspects of ESG Part 1 are applied in international programme accreditation
procedures (Bachelor/Master/PhD), international institutional procedures, and international certification
procedures. In addition to the criteria defined by ESG Part 1, the international assessment of PhD
programmes follows the Salzburg principles as they are specified in the Salzburg recommendations
(“Salzburg 1I")”>. In addition to the criteria defined by ESG Part 1, the international assessment of
institutional structures follows specific selected criteria for the institutional accreditation of non-state higher
education institution of the German Science and Humanities Council (WR) (,, Guidelines for the Accreditation
of Non-state Higher Education Institutions” Section B.IV)’®.

In Switzerland, for example, ACQUIN still fully applies the guidelines issued by the Swiss national agency
AAQ — a procedure that is explicitly permitted (and indeed intended) by law. As the Swiss agency is also a
member of ENQA and registered with EQAR, ESG Part 1 will be fully applied in all templates.”” If the number
of procedures carried out continues to increase ACQUIN will consider the development of guidelines for
accreditation procedures in Switzerland.

71 For the sake of completeness, it should be pointed out that, in addition to programme accreditation and system accreditation, there
are also alternative procedures. These are intended to find alternatives in an experimental manner to the two common forms of
accreditation mentioned before. It is essential that, as with the two “traditional” types of procedures, the implementation of formal
and academic criteria is guaranteed. Although agencies can in principle be involved in these procedures, they are usually carried out
by the GAC itself, so that alternative procedures do not play a central role in the activities of the agencies. For further information
visit: https:/Awww.akkreditierungsrat.de/en/accreditation-system/alternative-procedures/alternative-procedures

72 See https://www.akkreditierungsrat.de/sites/default/files/downloads/2022/Annex%2006 % 20Mapping % 20grid % 20ESG % 20part %
2001.pdf
73 https://www.akkreditierungsrat.de/de/antragstellung/antragstellung

74 The competent authority for this in Germany is the ZAB (Central Office for Foreign Education) (https://www.enic-naric.net/page-
Germany).
75 https://www.eua.eu/publications/positions/salzburg-ii-recommendations.html

76 https://www.wissenschaftsrat.de/EN/Fields-of-Activity/Accreditation

77 See, for example, aaq's mapping grid of ESG Standards Part 1 with the national requirements (HEda) on page 34
(https://www.enga.eu/wp-content/uploads/AAQ Self Assessment Report 2025 070725.pdf) or the Explanations of Quality
Standards (https://aaq.ch/download/explanations-of-quality-standards/?tmstv=1695727583).
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Another example is Mongolia, where the national criteria were aligned with ESG in collaboration with the
national authority MNCEA, so that ACQUIN's procedures fully apply ESG and reflect all national criteria as
well.

It is a very encouraging development that several internal adjustments have been made with the support of
a stable staff. For example, numerous of the handouts presented in the last review 2021 have been revised
and additional handouts developed. This revision process has not been finalised yet, e.g. regarding a
standardised and modernised layout. The Agency is confident that this will be completed until the
anniversary in 2026.
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5.2 ESG Standard 2.4: Peer-review experts

External quality assurance should be carried out by groups of external experts that include (a) student member(s).

Impulses from the 2021 Review

The EQAR Register Committee expressed concern that “the status quo in regards to the training of experts has changed
little since the last renewal of registration on EQAR, and thus remains a critical point.””® It observed that “training for
experts still relies mainly on sending materials to the experts and their self-preparation and group briefings at the
beginning of the review.””® As a result, the EQAR Register Committee was unable to concur with the ENQA panel’s
conclusion and found the agency to be only partially compliant with the relevant ESG standard.

The ENQA review panel offered a more favorable assessment, commending ACQUIN for its “highly competent and
reflective reviewers, including students” and for the “collaboration with employer representatives and their active
inclusion in expert groups. & The panel also praised the preparation of supporting material for reviewers. At the same
time, it encouraged further development in expert training, suggesting that “training in groups and facilitating mutual
sharing and learning by active means” would strengthen the process.

ACQUIN ensures that external experts from all relevant stakeholder groups are involved in every
accreditation, certification, and assessment procedure. Representatives of academics, professional practice
and students are represented in all expert groups appointed by ACQUIN. Internal guidelines and internal
specifications are in place for this purpose. Depending on national contexts, additional guidelines may apply.
The heads of the business departments ensure that all ACQUIN project managers fulfil these guidelines. In
addition, the final and formal appointment of each expert group deployed by ACQUIN is made by the
Accreditation Commission, which itself consists of these three central stakeholder groups as described
above. This multi-stage process ensures that ACQUIN fully implements the existing guidelines at all times.
In this regard, there were no fundamental changes to the Agency’s approach compared to the previous
review.

In the German national context within the scope of the Interstate Study Accreditation Treaty there are
specific external regulations governing the configuration of expert groups in procedures of
programme accreditation®' and system accreditation®2. The process of the expert group’s composition is
regulated, as is the appearance of a possible bias.®#® These guidelines are legally binding for all approved
QAAs. If they are not complied with, GAC would not accept an HEl's application for accreditation. With

78 EQAR Register Committee, Approval of Application by ACQUIN for Renewal of Inclusion on the Register, 13 December 2021, p. 3.
Available at: https:/www.eqgar.eu/register/agencies/agency/?id=5
7% |bid., p. 3.

8 ENQA Review Panel, External Review Report of ACQUIN, 24 June 2021, p. 42. Available at: https:/www.enga.eu/wp-content/
uploads/ACQUIN-external-review-report.pdf

81 The agencies’ review panel shall comprise at least four persons for a programme accreditation. It is made up as follows: 1. at least
two subject-related professors, 2. one subject-related representative with professional experience, 3. one subject-related student
(Specimen Decree § 25, p. 17 https://www.akkreditierungsrat.de/sites/default/files/downloads/2021/171207
Musterrechtsverordnung Englisch.pdf).

82 The agencies’ review panel shall comprise at least five persons for a system accreditation. It is made up as follows: 1. at least three
professors with relevant experience in quality assurance of teaching and learning, 2. one representative with professional experience,
3. one student (Specimen Decree § 25, p. 18 https://www.akkreditierungsrat.de/sites/default/files/downloads/2021/171207
Musterrechtsverordnung Englisch.pdf).

8 Guidelines on the appointment of experts and the composition of expert groups for accreditation procedures, adopted by the
German Rector's  Conference  (GRC): https://www.hrk.de/positionen/beschluss/detail/leitlinien-zu-der-benennung-von-
gutachterinnen-und-gutachtern-und-der-zusammenstellung-von-gutachter/ (available in German only).
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GAC itself being a member of ENQA® and also approved by EQAR®, with agency and GAC there are
ultimately two institutions approved at European level independently to ensure compliance with the relevant
requirements through different committees in all national procedures.

The number of experts in a panel will be expanded accordingly in cases of cluster accreditation (the bundling
of several study programmes in one assessment procedure) or additional members will be included for study
programmes with special profile requirements (e.g. teacher training, health professions, psychotherapy etc.).

In certification procedures, which usually cover only minor individual modules or courses worth a few ECTS
credits, ACQUIN's internal regulations stipulate that the minimum number of academics representatives is
one, accompanied by one representative of professional practice and one student. Thereby, the student
representative is usually someone who is enrolled in a similar (further) education or micro-credential
programme so that they can represent the perspective of (potential) participants.

Binding requirements as in the national context also exist in countries where ACQUIN is approved as a QAA
by the official authorities. These usually require a certain level of national expertise, which is reflected by
ACQUIN in the procedures (otherwise the approval would be withdrawn). There are internal country-
specific instructions for this purpose, which the international department informs the ACQUIN project
managers about. Thus, the heads of the business departments and their deputies monitor the composition
of each expert panel. Since each expert group — whether in a national or international context, whether in
accreditation or certification procedures — is checked und and approved by the Accreditation Commission
before its final appointment, ACQUIN ensures all external requirements and its own quality standards are
met (and therefore, for example, that aspects such as regional and personnel diversity are implemented
across all procedures). This implements a recommendation from the ENQA panel during the last review in
2021. Once all process descriptions have been created and approved, the relevant information will be
published on the ACQUIN website.

An expert group in an international programme accreditation procedure must consist of at least four
members. In international institutional procedures, at least five members are involved.® International
certification procedures are usually carried out by at least four members. No substantial change has occurred
in this regard since the last review in 2021.

ACQUIN continues to apply the strict German national guidelines on potential conflicts of interest in
international proceedings as well, unless binding country-specific guidelines would overrule them. If
country-specific requirements regarding the composition of the review panel do not exist — for example,
because there are no national approval procedures for foreign QAAs — ACQUIN applies its internal guidelines
accordingly. Depending on the HEl's wishes, the profile of the review panel could have either a broader
national or international focus (if approved by Accreditation Commission). In any case, it is ensured that
appropriate knowledge of the respective national higher education system is available in order to fulfil
interpretation No. 4 on specific standards of the ESG in EQAR's Use and Interpretation of the ESG. This
aspect is also reflected in the joint self-declaration with AQAS.®” In practical terms, this means that ACQUIN
provides introductory information events for experts, which are conducted in cooperation with higher
education and QM experts from the respective country or region. In a similar way, country-specific meetings

84 https://www.enga.eu/membership-database/gac-german-accreditation-council-2/

85 https://www.eqar.eu/register/agencies/agency/?id=71

8 |n this case, usually a person with practical HEl experience in administration or quality assurance is appointed to represent professional
practice, while three academic representatives must have experience in HEl management.

87 “Code of Good Practice for Cross-Border Quality Assurance (CBQA)", https:/www.acquin.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/
Code of Good Practice CBQA ACQUIN AQAS.pdf
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are also offered internally to the ACQUIN project managers so they can gain specific knowledge of a
country's or region’s higher education system and familiarise themselves with cultural particularities.

In 2024, for instance, Accreditation Commission in total appointed 830 experts to accreditation,
certification, and assessment procedures. 35 percent of the members of the expert panels were female, and
15 percent came from abroad. Compared to the previous year, the proportion of female experts rose by
one percent and the proportion of foreign experts by three percent, with the total number of experts
appointed increasing by just under twelve percent. This shows that the efforts to diversify the expert panels
are proving effective. ACQUIN is strongly committed to continuing and further increasing this
diversification.® This is another reason why the respective data is monitored and made available to member
institutions on an annual basis. As ACQUIN is not a subject-specific QAA and conducts accreditation
procedures at programme and institutional level as well as at all types of HEls in different countries and
regions, new experts are recruited on an ongoing basis. For this reason, comprehensive training and
continuing education for experts is a crucial and important concern.

Due to Germany's federal structure and the huge number of study programmes to be accredited, the
academic panel members (generally professors) are frequently appointed by several agencies. This is possible
because professors in Germany usually act as experts on a voluntary basis, as participation in accreditation
procedures is considered a matter (and therefore an obligation) of academic self-administration. Eventually,
therefore, this leads to a kind of virtual cross-agency pool of experts® from which the experts of the agencies
approved in Germany draw their panel members. This is technically possible without further challenges,
because once an expert has participated in a procedure at one agency, they can easily do so at another, as
all procedures within the scope of the Specimen Decree are based on the same set of criteria and procedural
rules. It is therefore not uncommon for experts to carry out procedures with several different agencies which
promotes transparency and procedural equality. In the end, this means that all training measures organised
by the agencies ultimately contribute to this theoretical virtual expert pool and not just to the experts who
are directly involved at with the Agency. This specific aspect of the German system is complemented by a
further dimension: within the framework of the system accreditation mentioned several times above, HEls
have the right to conduct their own internal accreditation procedures with the assistance of external experts.
Experts are therefore also deployed and trained by system-accredited HEls for this purpose, and many of
them participate in both, the agencies' procedures and the internal procedures of the system-accredited
HEIls. Even if an expert is working for ACQUIN for the first time, this does not necessarily mean that it is
their first assignment as an expert in the German accreditation system. Since the system-accredited HEls use
the same criteria as the agencies in the external assessment procedures, they are often already familiar with
the relevant requirements, so that training does not necessarily have to start “from scratch”.*® ACQUIN
generally endeavours to ensure that the majority of the persons represented in an expert group have already
accreditation experience, even if this does not necessarily have to be obtained with ACQUIN.

This principle, where all actors involved in the German accreditation system who work with experts (such
as QAAs and system-accredited HEls) contribute to the training of the national virtual pool of experts, is also
evident in the activities of the German Student Accreditation Pool (GSAP). GSAP (or “the pool”) is the
nationally recognised student representative body in the German accreditation system. In addition to

8 The expert groups are always appointed by ACQUIN's Accreditation Commission. To this end, the ACQUIN project managers compile
lists of proposals and members of the Commission can also contribute proposals. These lists often draw on individuals who have
previously worked with ACQUIN or other national or international agencies while new individuals are regularly approached through
general training offers. In certain cases, other specialists with whom ACQUIN cooperates may also make proposals. When compiling
expert groups, all ACQUIN project managers follow internal guidelines as well as specifications from the head of the respective
department who can also provide support in the composition of the panels when needed.

8 The GAC's database ('ELIAS’) shows the names of the experts appointed for each accreditation procedure.
% In this case, the expert training could focus more on the specific characteristics of the Agency.
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sending representatives to proceedings and committees, GSAP's main tasks include training student experts
for their participation in accreditation procedures. To this end, GSAP regularly offers training seminars and
networking opportunities.’ The pool is mainly financed by the approved agencies. GSAP is therefore
responsible for the centralised recruitment and training of potential student experts. This ensures that
student experts are trained independently and that they participate independently in the agencies'
committees and in the accreditation procedures. The student representatives in ACQUIN's Accreditation
Commission, for example, are usually also appointed by the pool.

In addition to targeted country-specific training measures for experts provided by the International
Department, ACQUIN also offers comprehensive general training events. These are commonly open to
all key stakeholder groups. In 2025 a corresponding internal concept was developed, which can finally be
implemented on a regular basis thanks to the stable staffing situation. The concept provides for each of the
three business departments to offer one training event at least once a year related to their respective fields.
Experienced experts are also invited to share their knowledge and exchange their approach.

Not only because of the above-mentioned peculiarities of the German system regarding the training and
deployment of experts, but also due to the increasing number of international experts being engaged in
ACQUIN's procedures, it is unquestionably essential to implement a more structured system for managing
the experts already active and those who may be interested in working for ACQUIN. For this reason, the
structures for a comprehensive internal expert database were already integrated when the new agency
software was implemented. So far, this has only been in operation for billing purposes of experts and will
be expanded to include professional and other aspects in the upcoming months. For this purpose, experts
are now systematically asked whether if they agree to their data being stored in the internal database of
the Agency. The experts also agree to commit to internal ethical guidelines®> when participating in an
ACQUIN procedure.

91 https://www.studentischer-pool.de/der-studentische-pool/ (available in German only).

92 https://www.acquin.org/en/association/
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6 Enhancement Area: ESG 2.6 Reporting
6.1 ESG Standard 2.6

In response to the suggestions for future development outlined in ENQA's 2021 review, ACQUIN has
selected ESG 2.6 (Reporting) as its enhancement area. The recommendation to refine external review report
formats and incorporate features of good practice as a standard has also prompted considerations on the
strategic role of reporting in QA. Addressing this issue could therefore lead not only to structural refinement,
but possibly also to use reporting as a tool for system-level learning and peer exchange.

The panel recommended that “the format of the external review reports could be further refined and
contain features of good practice as a standard entry”®® and that “analyses should focus on trends and
areas of good practice as well as persistent difficulty across the higher education system."%*

While the ESG 2015 guidelines explicitly allow for the identification and reporting of features of good
practice, in many cases this option remains underutilised across agencies. One reason may be the absence
of a shared conceptual foundation: without a clear understanding of how such reporting contributes to
system-level learning, agencies may view it as a formalistic or optional add-on. In competitive or compliance-
driven environments, the strategic potential of good practice reporting — as a tool for peer learning, sector-
wide reflection, and sustainability — is often overlooked.

In addition, there is frequently a lack of methodological clarity regarding how features of good practice
should be identified, analysed, and presented. Agencies repeatedly face uncertainty about what qualifies as
a "good practice,” how to distinguish it from routine compliance, and how to report it in a way that is both
rigorous and meaningful. Without structured framewaorks or stakeholder-informed criteria, the process runs
the risk of becoming anecdotal or inconsistent. This methodological gap reinforces the perception that good
practice reporting is optional or superficial, rather than a strategic instrument for system-level learning and
peer exchange.

This leads to a central question that guides this enhancement discussion:

How can features of good practice be systematically identified, interpreted, and reported in a
way that is both methodologically sound and strategically valuable for system-level learning and
peer exchange?

To explore this question in depth, three analytical dimensions are proposed:
Target audience: individual vs. meta-level

e Who are the potential target audiences and beneficiaries of the systematic collection and analysis
of good practices, particularly when these are framed as potential system-level solutions and
foundations for peer learning?

HEI HEls i Stakeholders ' Stakeholders ' EQA at Meta-Level
Individually ;  Nationally * Nationally / Internationally ;

% ENQA Review Panel, External Review Report of ACQUIN, 24 June 2021, p. 50. Available at: https:/www.enga.eu/wp-
content/uploads/ACQUIN-external-review-report.pdf

% Ibid., p. 25.
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e Whatis intended when reporting good practices — recognition, inspiration, benchmarking, or policy
influence?

Reporting alignment: checklist vs. narrative / gatekeeping vs. enhancement

e How does the structure of external review reports — whether organised by individual criteria or
focused on overarching objectives, implementation, and quality development — affect the
identification, presentation, visibility, interpretation, and strategic use of features of good practice?

e How does the way good practices are structured and presented shape how different audiences
interpret, value, and engage with them?

Temporal perspective: snapshot vs. trajectory

In addition to the two dimensions outlined above, a third temporal dimension may further enrich the
enhancement discussion. This perspective invites reflection on how good practice reporting can support
learning from the past — not only by identifying exemplary practices in individual cases, but also by tracing
patterns, shifts, and persistent challenges over time. Such a perspective aligns with broader discussions on
irreversibility, institutional memory, and cumulative learning, and may help position reporting as a tool for
historically informed quality development.

e How can experiences from previous reviews, including recurring patterns, ongoing challenges, and
previously recognized practices, influence the identification and reporting of best practices?

e What mechanisms can support the cumulative use of good practice reporting over time, enabling
agencies and institutions to learn not only from individual cases but from longitudinal trends and
historical insights?

Addressing these questions requires a shared space for reflection and co-creation. This also presents an
opportunity to initiate a broader dialogue with stakeholders to explore how reporting can evolve into a
strategic instrument for QA. At present, ACQUIN is still developing a unified understanding of how features
of good practice should be identified, interpreted, or strategically used. While some stakeholders recognise
the potential of reporting as a tool for system-level learning, others view accreditation and assessment
reports primarily as compliance documents rather than instruments for sector-wide reflection.

While these dimensions offer a valuable framework for exploring the strategic use of good practice
reporting, it is important to recognise that national regulatory constraints — such as fixed report templates
— limit the agency’s ability to implement structural changes. As such, any enhancement in this area must
balance methodological ambition with regulatory feasibility and may require collaborative dialogue with
national authorities to enable more flexible and learning-oriented reporting practices.

Currently, ACQUIN is reviewing relevant literature and previous work on the identification and reporting of
good practices, with the aim of building a more robust conceptual and methodological foundation. We
look forward to discussing these aspects with the panel members during the upcoming review. While the
discussion will most likely remain at a theoretical level at this stage, we consider this a necessary step toward
developing a coherent and implementable approach in the future. We would be pleased to share further
preparatory materials for the planned workshop and welcome the opportunity to engage in a constructive
dialogue on how good practice reporting can evolve into a strategic instrument for quality assurance.
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SWOT-Analysis
Strategic goal-oriented SWOT Analysis

This section presents the results of a SWOT analysis of ACQUIN's strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and
threats. In alignment with the spirit of the targeted review as a structured exercise in self-reflection and
strategic advancement, ACQUIN implemented a tailored SWOT procedure that goes one step beyond a
conventional format. Rather than relying on a generic SWOT, which often yields fragmented or non-
actionable insights, ACQUIN adopted a strategic goal-oriented approach that reflects the Agency’s evolving
role and responsibilities in external quality assurance (EQA).

The procedure was designed to generate not only feedback but also actionable input from a diverse range
of internal (members of the office, Accreditation Commission, Complaints and Appeals Commission,
Executive Board) and external stakeholders (HEls, members of expert panels), including representatives of
HEls, science, students, and professional practice. Respondents were asked to identify internal strengths
and weaknesses, as well as external opportunities and threats, that could either support or hinder ACQUIN
in achieving its strategic goals —those directly related to its EQA activities and those supporting broader
institutional development. In this sense, the exercise was not intended as only a static snapshot, but
simultaneously as a forward-looking perspective. Factually this format requires more engaged and detailed
input from the participants, and it has been well received by stakeholders.

Findings

The analysis of stakeholder responses reveals a certain amount of consistency but also differences in
perception between internal and external contributors. Due to their involvement in ACQUIN's operational
and strategic processes, internal stakeholders seem to perceive the Agency as overall resilient, adaptive, and
strategically coherent. Their insights reflect an understanding of institutional mechanisms, long-term
planning, and internal coordination efforts. External stakeholders, by contrast, appear to engage primarily
with the Agency’s visible outputs — such as procedural execution, communication formats, and accreditation
outcomes. Their perception is shaped by what is externally accessible and formally communicated, often
highlighting areas where expectations for clarity, responsiveness, or innovation remain unmet. This
divergence in perception underscores the importance of fostering integrative formats that enable mutual
understanding and ensure that internal developments are effectively translated into externally visible
progress.

The SWOT analysis presented below is based on the results of both, internal and external stakeholder
feedback, structured from an internal (i.e., operational) perspective and clustered by four thematic rubrics:

. Profile and Status

. Human Resources and Organisational Culture
. Regulatory Landscape

. Daily business

The colour coding indicates which stakeholder groups — internal or external — provided the input:

Q internal perspective
Q external perspective

Additionally, through the analysis of responses, recurring areas requiring systematic attention were
identified. This clustering enables ACQUIN to move from individual observations to strategically relevant
topics, which are presented below. These topics reflect key dimensions of ACQUIN's current and future
performance. The results of this analysis form the basis for internal reflection and the development of
targeted action plans. They are not only descriptive but also prescriptive, offering a structured foundation
for ACQUIN's next steps in strengthening its role as a competent, agile, and trustworthy QA agency.

ACQUIN SAR 2025 for Targeted Review — 41



ACCUIN

Your intention. Our focus.

PROFILE AND STATUS
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O
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@
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@
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@
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@

and
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O
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staff with strong team spirit | and recruitment
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Effective onboarding Need for

@

and internal
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substantial time :
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for new staff training
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REGULATORY LANDSCAPE
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Seven Key areas

1) Institutional Profile and Professional Expertise

Stakeholder responses consistently highlight ACQUIN's institutional maturity, disciplinary breadth, and long-
standing experience as key strengths in conducting EQA. The Agency is widely described as well-established
and professionally credible, with a strong reputation built over many years of engagement in both national
and international accreditation contexts. Membership in ENQA and EQAR reinforces its visibility and
trustworthiness within EHEA.

Internal stakeholders emphasise the Agency’s collegial culture, effective onboarding practices, and
flexible work models. These human-centred strengths are seen as vital to institutional resilience and the
ability to maintain high standards while navigating change. The horizontal organisational structure and
strong team spirit are frequently mentioned as enablers of adaptability and cohesion.

External stakeholders, meanwhile, focus on ACQUIN's subject-matter expertise, academic
professionalism, and clarity of communication. These attributes are especially valued in external-facing
interactions, such as site visits and institutional consultations, where ACQUIN is praised for its respectful
engagement and procedural reliability. The Agency’s ability to operate across a wide range of disciplines is
seen as a distinctive asset, particularly in complex or interdisciplinary programme evaluations.

Despite these strengths, both internal and external stakeholders point to challenges in sustaining
professional excellence. Concerns include personnel fluctuation, difficulties in recruiting qualified staff, and
competition from other sectors, including HEls and private organisations. The high mobility of skilled
personnel, combined with resource constraints for onboarding and training, may affect continuity and
performance.

2) Growth Conditions and Competitive Environment

Stakeholder feedback reveals a nuanced picture of ACQUIN's strategic development conditions, shaped by
both internal limitations and external pressures.

Internal stakeholders frequently point to limited scalability and constrained internal capacity, noting that
personnel and structural resources may not grow in line with increasing market demand — particularly in
the context of international expansion. These concerns reflect a need for strategic resource planning and
organisational agility.

External stakeholders, meanwhile, emphasise the competitive landscape in which ACQUIN operates. They
identify threats from other QAAs, both national and international, especially those pursuing aggressive
growth strategies or offering lower-cost services. Concerns were also raised about the presence of unreliable
or non-transparent competitors, which could undermine trust in the accreditation system and complicate
ACQUIN's positioning in sensitive markets.

Both groups highlight reputational risks, particularly in relation to external partners and reviewers. Financial
risks are also a shared concern, including limited investment capacity, constrained budgets, and the costs
associated with sustainable transformation and digital infrastructure.

Regulatory uncertainty — such as changes in accreditation laws or decisions by supervisory bodies — is
perceived as a factor that could restrict strategic flexibility and complicate long-term planning.

Despite these challenges, stakeholders consistently affirm that ACQUIN's status as a non-profit, self-
governed organisation contributes to its credibility. Its independence, including the absence of public
funding, is viewed not as a limitation but as a source of trust and integrity in its quality assurance work.
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In summary, these insights suggest that ACQUIN must continue to monitor competitive dynamics, manage
resources strategically, and engage proactively with regulatory developments. Aligning internal capabilities
with external expectations will be key to ensuring resilient and sustainable growth.

3) Regulatory Environment

Stakeholder feedback presents the regulatory environment as both a strategic constraint and a potential
area of influence for ACQUIN.

Internal stakeholders emphasise the Agency’s ability to navigate complex frameworks shaped by national
legislation, ESG standards, and decisions by GAC. They acknowledge the increasing burden of compliance
and the risk of over-standardisation, which may limit institutional autonomy and flexibility.

External stakeholders echo these concerns, particularly highlighting the fragmented responsibilities across
the federal states (Laender) and institutions as a barrier to coordinated policy engagement. This
fragmentation is seen as a challenge to innovation and responsiveness, especially when procedural changes
require alignment across multiple actors.

Both groups recognise ACQUIN's potential to act not only as a service provider but also as a policy actor.
Suggestions include revitalising scientific advisory structures to enhance analytical and consultative capacity
and engaging more proactively in strategic dialogue with policymakers and regulatory bodies. Stakeholders
believe that ACQUIN's credibility and experience position it well to contribute to the evolution of quality
assurance frameworks — not just to implement them.

The feedback suggests that regulatory foresight should become a more explicit part of ACQUIN's strategic
planning. This includes anticipating legal changes, contributing to policy debates, and ensuring that
accreditation procedures remain both compliant and development oriented. The challenge lies in balancing
procedural rigor with strategic agility, enabling ACQUIN to support higher education institutions in a
dynamic and often politicised regulatory landscape.

4) Internationalisation

Stakeholder feedback consistently identifies internationalisation as one of ACQUIN's core strengths and
strategic opportunities.

Internal stakeholders emphasise the Agency’s ability to build trust through long-standing partnerships
and its credibility within EHEA, supported by membership in ENQA and EQAR. These attributes are seen as
stabilising forces that reinforce ACQUIN's reputation and institutional maturity.

External stakeholders echo this view, highlighting ACQUIN's visibility and effectiveness in emerging
markets such as Kazakhstan, Mongolia, and Uzbekistan. They regard internationalisation factor but also as
a dynamic field for strategic positioning. Several responses suggest that ACQUIN should more actively
communicate its international strategy and leverage its networks to influence the development of QA
frameworks across borders.

At the same time, both internal and external stakeholders note risks associated with internationalisation.
These include geopolitical instability, regulatory divergence between countries, and overreliance on a limited
number of international markets. Such factors could undermine strategic flexibility and complicate cross-
border recognition of accreditation outcomes.

Stakeholders also point to the need for clearer positioning in competitive international environments, where
other agencies may be more agile or commercially oriented. Strengthening international partnerships,
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clarifying strategic priorities, and engaging more visibly in the global QA discourse are seen as key steps
toward consolidating ACQUIN's role as a transnational actor in external quality assurance.

5) Innovation

Stakeholder feedback portrays innovation as both a strategic necessity and a current challenge for ACQUIN.

Internal stakeholders acknowledge the Agency’s stable structures and methodological diversity as
foundational strengths but also recognise that these same qualities may contribute to slower innovation
cycles. The emphasis on procedural reliability and institutional stability, while valuable, is seen as potentially
delaying the adoption of new formats and approaches.

External stakeholders reinforce this view, pointing to limited visibility of strategic change and the need
for more proactive development of services. They highlight emerging areas such as Al-supported quality
assurance and international consulting formats as key opportunities for differentiation in a competitive QA
landscape.

Both internal and external voices stress the importance of fostering a culture of learning and
experimentation. Suggestions include integrating best practices from other QA bodies, creating flexible
structures for feedback, and enhancing cross-agency collaboration. These mechanisms are considered
essential for accelerating strategic renewal and ensuring future-readiness.

Concerns were also raised about the communication of innovation efforts. Stakeholders noted that while
ACQUIN may be developing new approaches internally, these initiatives are not always clearly or consistently
shared with external partners.

Overall, innovation is viewed as a strategic imperative. Stakeholders expect ACQUIN to balance its
commitment to quality and stability with a more visible and agile approach to service development,
technological integration, and methodological evolution.

6) Digitalisation

Stakeholder feedback consistently identifies digitalisation as a central component of ACQUIN's operational
and strategic development.

Internal stakeholders emphasize the successful implementation of ACQUIN's digital systems, including
online procedures, hybrid site visits, and digital documentation. These tools are seen as contributing to
efficiency, sustainability, and accessibility, and are regarded as important steps in modernizing external
quality assurance processes. Internally, digitalisation is also viewed as a means of improving coordination
and reducing administrative workload.

External stakeholders confirm these achievements and view ACQUIN’s digital formats as well-established
and increasingly relevant, particularly in international contexts. Digitalisation is also seen as a strategic
enabler for broader goals such as internationalisation and sustainability, with scalable formats like virtual
site visits and paperless workflows supporting resource-conscious operations.

At the same time, both groups point to areas for further development. Stakeholders suggest that ACQUIN
could communicate its digital strategy more clearly and consider expanding its use of Al-supported tools.
While innovation is underway, its visibility to external partners could be improved. The absence of a defined
Al strategy was mentioned as a potentially missed opportunity in automating routine processes and
enhancing data-driven decision-making.
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Training and support were also emphasised to ensure that digital tools are used effectively and inclusively.
Stakeholders expect ACQUIN to continue investing in infrastructure and to align digitalisation efforts with
broader strategic goals.

Overall, digitalisation is viewed as a strength and a platform for further development. Stakeholders see
ACQUIN's progress in this area — particularly the implementation of its own digital systems — as a solid
foundation for continued modernisation and strategic alignment in external quality assurance.

7) Sustainability

Stakeholder feedback highlights sustainability as a recurring theme in relation to ACQUIN's operational
practices and strategic positioning.

Internal stakeholders emphasise the Agency’s efforts to implement paperless procedures, reduce travel,
and adopt digital workflows. These steps are seen as contributing to environmental responsibility and
aligning with broader expectations for sustainable practices in quality assurance. Internally, these measures
are also viewed as practical improvements that support efficiency and resource-conscious operations.

External stakeholders acknowledge these efforts but point to the absence of a formal sustainability
strategy. Several responses express concern that current initiatives may lack strategic coherence and
visibility. The lack of sector-wide benchmarks for “green accreditation” is also noted as a barrier to more
structured development.

Financial risks associated with sustainable transformation are mentioned by both groups, including the cost
of eco-friendly technologies, external certifications, and the need for long-term investment. Some
stakeholders suggest that ACQUIN could benefit from partnerships with sustainability-oriented institutions
to share best practices and strengthen its profile in this area.

Overall, sustainability is viewed as a growing expectation and a strategic area that requires clearer planning,
communication, and resource allocation. Stakeholders encourage ACQUIN to define its sustainability goals
more explicitly and integrate them into its operational and strategic frameworks.

Reflections and Next Steps

The strategic areas identified through this structured SWOT process provide a rich basis for targeted
reflection and planning. Most of the issues and challenges raised by stakeholders are already well known
and are being addressed within ACQUIN's internal priorities; what remains to be done is to make these
efforts more visible. Importantly, ACQUIN has maintained a standard and regular flow of information with
stakeholders for almost 25 years — as long as the Agency has existed — primarily through the annual General
Assembly. This format has served as a reliable and formalised communication channel and continues to play
a central role in stakeholder engagement.

However, changing realities and evolving expectations call for more dialogic formats — less formalised, more
interactive spaces for joint problem-solving and strategic discussion. While ACQUIN's current
communication practices are well-established, the feedback suggests that the scope of dialogue should be
extended beyond the direct accreditation discourse to include broader operational challenges that affect all
stakeholders. Topics such as digitalisation, Al, sustainability, and internationalisation are systemic in nature
and may benefit from being addressed collaboratively. This calls for formats that support shared reflection
and the development of joint solutions — which is for example the direction ACQUIN has taken through its
strategic approach to conducting thematic analysis. By using thematic analysis as one tool (amongst others)

ACQUIN SAR 2025 for Targeted Review — 47



Your intention. Our focus.
ACQUIN

for system-level dialogue, ACQUIN creates structured spaces for exploring common challenges, identifying
cross-cutting trends, and co-developing responses that go beyond individual accreditation procedures.

The groundwork for enabling this expanded communication has already been established. The next step
will be to activate and maintain these channels, ensuring that stakeholders are not only informed but also
meaningfully engaged in ACQUIN’s ongoing development. The insights gathered will be incorporated into
concrete action plans aimed at strengthening institutional capacities, enhancing stakeholder dialogue, and
ensuring long-term strategic alignment. This process will be carried out in close coordination with internal
and external actors, translating feedback into sustainable improvements.
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V.

Conclusions
1 Final remarks

While concentrating on the focus areas as a result of the last review in 2021, this report outlines the most
important changes and developments at ACQUIN since then. The period from 2021 to 2023 in particular
was an exciting but also challenging phase for the Agency. With the consolidation of personnel since 2024,
it has finally been possible to address many aspects that could not be adequately handled previously. In this
respect, the strategic plan now provides clear guidance for internal and external stakeholders.

Observing the fundamental changes within the German accreditation system in 2018, the Agency
underwent two major periods of transition within a short period of time. Personnel changes in particular
pose corresponding challenges for an organisation of a minor size. It is therefore all the more gratifying that
the solid positioning in the national market has been maintained and expanded. In addition, broader
international diversification has been achieved, putting the Agency in an improved position to respond to
(geo)political changes. Fundamental internal restructuring measures were developed and implemented. This
concerns aspects such as digitalisation and the associated linking of essential data and KPIs, concrete
capacity planning and processes, agile and flat organisation, long-term staff retention, professionalisation
of processes, procedures and personnel, as well as increasing internal and external transparency.

This puts ACQUIN in a good position to address other challenges in the future. In this context, the strategic
goal-oriented SWOT analysis significantly revealed important similarities and differences between internal
and external perspectives. Many of the items mentioned have already been implemented, but possibly not
yet communicated clearly enough externally. Other aspects remain on the agenda so that the agency can
continue to assert itself and maintain its reputation and market position until the next review.

ACQUIN is therefore pleased that the external perspective of the ENQA expert panel complements these
circumstances and will provide valuable assistance for the further development of the agency with its
targeted comments.
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2

Glossary

AAQ
ACQUIN
AKAST
ARACIS
AQAS
BAN-PT
BAO
CBQA
CEENQA

DPM
EA
ECTS
EHEA
ENQA
EQA
EQAF
EQAR
EQAVET
EQF
ESG

FIN
GAC
GDPR
GSAP
HedA
HEI(s)
HS-QSG
INT
INQAAHE
T

IQD
KMK

MNCEA
MOET

Swiss Agency of Accreditation and Quality Assurance

Accreditation, Certification and Quality Assurance Institute e.V.

Agency for Quality Assurance and Accreditation of Canonical Programmes
Agentia Romana de Asigurare a Calitatii in Invatamantu Superior

Agency for Quality Assurance through Accreditation of Study Programmes e.V.
National Accreditation Agency for Higher Education (Indonesia)

ACQUIN Organisational Department Backoffice

Cross-Border Quality Assurance

Central and Eastern European Network of Quality Assurance Agencies in Higher
Education

ACQUIN Organisational Department Data and Process Management
European Approach for Quality Assurance of Joint Programmes

European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System

European Higher Education Area

European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education

External Quality Assurance

European Quality Assurance Forum

European Quality Assurance Register for Higher Education

European Quality Assurance Framework in Vocational Education and Training
European Qualifications Framework

Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area
ACQUIN Organisational Department Finance and Accounting

German Accreditation Council

General Data Protection Regulation

German Student Accreditation Pool

Higher Education Act

Higher Education Institution(s)

Act on Quiality Assurance in Higher Education

ACQUIN Business Department International Activities

International Network for Quality Assurance Agencies in Higher Education
ACQUIN Organisational Department /T and Technology

ACQUIN Organisational Department Internal Quality Development

Standing Conference of the Ministers of Education and Cultural Affairs of the Laender
in the Federal Republic of Germany

Mongolian National Council for Education Accreditation

Ministry of Education and Training (Vietnam)
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PRO ACQUIN Business Department Programme Accreditation and Certification National
QA Quality Assurance

QAA Quality Assurance Agency

QM Quality Management

SAC Swiss Accreditation Council

SAR Self-assessment report

SYS ACQUIN Business Department System Accreditation

THEQC Turkish Higher Education Quality Council

ToR Terms of Record
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3 Annexes

Annex 01 ACQUIN’s office organisational structure

Annex 02 Market shares QAAs in Germany
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Market shares QAAs in Germany

ACQUIN SAR 2025 for Targeted Review



Market Shares — Programme Accreditation Germany AC Q U | N

Your intention. Our focus.

study programmes:  6.520

assessing institution

AQAS  1.799 27,6 %
ACQUIN 1.748 26,8 %
ZEVA 968 14,8 %
ASIIN 744 11,4 %
FIBAA 501 7,7 %
evalag 375 58 %
AHPGS 357 55%
AKAST 26 0,4 %

AQ Austria 2 0,0%
aaq 0 0,0%
MusiQuE 0O 0,0%

as of 13 October 2025

The data comes from the official database of GAC and covers all decisions since 2018 based on specimen decree (“new law”). ACQUIN 1


https://www.akkreditierungsrat.de/en/accredited-institutions-higher-education-and-study-programmes/accredited-study-programmes-and

Market Shares — System Accreditation Germany AC Q U | N

Your intention. Our focus.

system accredited HEls:

assessing institution

ACQUIN
ZEVA
evalag
AQAS
FIBAA
ASIIN
aaq

GAC
AHPGS
AQ Austria
AKAST
MusiQuE

The data comes from the official database of GAC and covers all decisions since 2018 based on specimen decree (“new law").

94

30
14
13
10

OO O — —= Ul O O

31,9 %
14,9 %
13,8 %
10,6 %
8,5 %
6,4 %
6,4 %
5,3 %
1.1 %
1.1 %
0,0 %
0,0 %

as of 13 October 2025

ACQUIN 2


https://www.akkreditierungsrat.de/en/accredited-institutions-higher-education-and-study-programmes/accredited-study-programmes-and



