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ESG part III –
ASHE experience  



• ESG alignment: one of the three EHEA key 

commitments on QA

• All HEIs in HE systems are expected to be 

subject to a regular review against ESG 

carried out by an agency listed in EQAR

• 34 of the 47 EHEA HE systems meet this 

requirement

EHEA – QA Framework



• Increased transparency and trust between HE 

systems

• Facilitating mutual trust between HE systems 

and study programmes

• Recognition of studies and providing common 

standards for QA

Relevance of EHEA Framework



• European dimension of quality assurance

• Part I – S&G for Internal quality assurance (IQA)

• Part II – S&G for External quality assurance (EQA)

• Part III – S&G for quality assurance 

   agencies (QAAs)

ESG – structure



• Agency should undertake external QA activities on a 

regular basis, as defined in Part II

• Clear and explicit goals and objectives – part of a 

mission statement (published)

• Translate into daily work

• Ensure  the involvement of stakeholders in their 

governance and work

3.1. Activities, policy and processes for QA



• Trust agencies (HEIs and stakeholders)

• International members in agency committees

• Scope of the work 

• Clear distinction between external QA and 

other activities

3.1 Guidelines



• Act on Higher Education and Scientific Activity (Official Gazette

10/2022)

– Act on Scientific Activity and Higher Education (2003…)

• Act on Quality Assurance in Higher Education and Science (Official

Gazette 12/2022)

– Act on Quality Assurance in Science and Higher Education (2009)

• Act on Recognition of Foreign Educational Qualifications 

• Croatian Qualifications Framework Act

• Ordinance on the Croatian Qualifications Framework

ASHE context - Legal framework



• shall have the status of a legal person with 

public authorities

• shall be autonomous and independent in 

carrying out the activities 

• shall comply with the ESG

• shall be periodically evaluated → EQAR, 

ENQA

ASHE



• conducting: 

– external evaluation procedures 

– evaluation of programme contracts 

– the procedure of recognition and evaluation of foreign HE 

qualifications

• encouraging the acquisition and expansion of knowledge 

and research on the system of quality in HE, research and 

artistic activity in the Republic of Croatia and conducting 

training of expert panel members participating in EE 

Procedures

• gathering and processing information on the system of 

HE, research and artistic activity

ASHE – scope of work 



• providing information and unification of data on the 

conditions of enrolment in HEIs in Croatia

• carrying out the tasks of cooperation and 

participation in the international associations and 

networks 

• carrying out evaluation of HEIs and research 

institutes abroad 

• perform other duties in accordance with other 

regulations

ASHE – scope of work 



• Quality Policy → general direction for 

employees and stakeholders

• Mission → description of the basic purpose for the 

management, employees, stakeholders

• Strategy → operational plan (goals → activities 

[KPIs] → responsibilities → realisation 

 → evaluation → reporting)

ASHE Policy



ASHE Mission, Vision, Strategy
Mission

ASHE is a public, independent, internationally recognised 
agency that is, together with its stakeholders, dedicated to an 
ongoing development of quality assurance in higher education 
and science, aimed at a continuous quality improvement of 
higher education institutions and scientific organisations, and 
contribution to better positioning and recognition of the 
Croatian higher education and science within the EHEA and 
the European Research Area. 

ASHE encourages the development of the Croatian HE system 
in which students have access to a high-quality, inclusive 
higher education that contributes to the development of an 
individual creative potential, and enables the acquisition 
of qualifications that are internationally recognised.

Vision

ASHE is a recognised example of good practice and creativity 
in the field of quality assurance in higher education and 
science at national and international levels.

Strategy 2021–2025

https://www.azvo.hr/images/stories/publikacije/Strategija%20AZVO%202021-2025.pdf


ASHE organizational structure after 2022



• the Management Board 

• the Director of the Agency

• the Accreditation Council 

• the Complaints Committee 

• the Follow-up Committee

ASHE’s bodies



ASHE’s bodies

Management 

Board (MB)

Director Accreditation 

Council (AC)

Complaints 

Committee (CC)

Follow-up Committee 

(FC)

Number of members 9 1 13 7 7

Appointed by Government 1+7

ASHE workers’ 

council (1)

Management 

Board

Management Board National Council

for Science, Higher 

Education and 

Technological 

Development (NC)

Accreditation Council

Nominated by Rectors conference-

3

Conference of 

Polytechnics -2

NC -1

Ministry-2

Public 

competition

Public call

NC, Rectors 

Conference, HEIs, 

research institutes

6 full professors,

2 professors of 

professional studies,

2 scientific advisers,

1+1 student,

1 business sector

Full professors:

2 legal experts,

1 professor of 

professional studies,

1 full-time student

AC + Public call

1 is a member of AC, 

president + Public call (6)

5 teachers/researchers

+ 1 student

Term of office

(expressed in years)

4 4 4 4 4



External QA activities until 2022 (inclusive)

QA activities

External evaluation 
in HE

Initial accreditation of study programmes

Initial accreditation of HEIs

Re-accreditation of HEIs

Re-accreditation of part of activities of 
HEI (re-accreditation of PhD studies)

Thematic evaluation in HE

Audit

External evaluation 
in science

Initial accreditation for scientific activity

Re-accreditation of scientific organization

Thematic evaluation in science

Evaluation for the purpose of establishing 
centres of excellence in research 



ASHE Quality Assurance activities

1. INITIAL ACCREDITATION

- of HEI (new or change in the status)

- of a research institute (RI, new or change in 
the status)

- of a study programme

 - The accreditation of joint study programmes  
(the European Approach for Quality Assurance 

of Joint Programmes)

3. ONE-OFF EVALUATION

- assess one or more activity areas of a HEI or a RI

- scope: to take into account the petitions or other 
notifications that point to the need to protect the 

public interest

2. RE-ACCREDITATION

- mandatory for all public and private HEIs in 
five-year cycles (the third cycle starts in 2024)

- mandatory for all RIs in five-year cycle

- scope: quality assurance (accountability) and 
quality improvement (enhancement)

4. THEMATIC EVALUATION

- scope: similar evaluation subjects or areas of 
activity of one or several evaluation subjects

 - evaluates a particular aspect of a HEI/RI or the 
system of HE/science

 -  its purpose is improvement of the evaluated
   segment of operations of a HEI/RI



•QAA should be formally recognised as QAA by the 
competent public authorities

❖Guidelines

• Institutions need to have assurance that the 
outcomes of external QA processes are accepted by 
the state, within the HE system, stakeholders

3.2. Official status



• Act on Quality Assurance in Higher Education and 
Science (Official Gazette 12/2022)

• Act on Quality Assurance in Science and Higher Education (2009)

• Shall have the status of a legal person with public 
authorities

• The only national QA agency → shall comply with the ESG

 → shall be periodically evaluated → EQAR, ENQA

 

• CHANGES 

• The right to make final decisions
• Conduct evaluation of HEIs and RIs abroad (EQAR, experience 

Ukraine, Slovenia, France)

ASHE context – Legal framework



• Agencies should be independent and act autonomously

• Have full responsibility for their operations and the outcomes 
without third party influence

❖Guidelines:
• Organisational independence (official documentation)

• Operational independence  

• Independence in managing its own staff

• Definition and operation of QAA procedures

• Recruitment, nomination and appointment of experts

• Independence of formal outcomes (remain the responsibility of the agency)

3.3 Independence



• Act on Quality Assurance in Higher Education and 
Science (Official Gazette 12/2022)

• Part four: 

• Art. 30 – the ASHE shall have the status of a legal person with public 
authorities entered to the judicial records

• Art. 31 – the ASHE shall be autonomous and independent in carrying out the 
activities determined by Act (respecting ESG)

• Art. 8  – the quality standards shall be determined by the Agency (criteria, 
            indicators)

• Art.17 – the Accreditation Council shall appoint an expert panel

• Art. 20 – the Agency shall issue a decision on the application to issue a licence

               based on a reasoned proposal issued by Accreditation Council (AC)

• Art. 19 – HEI in 30 days may file a complaint against a reasoned proposal →

                Complaints committee (CC) – investigate validity (15 days)

ASHE based on AC reasoned proposal and CC response shall take a decision   
to issue a licence

ASHE – context



• ASHE independence – in context of the existing regulations and ESG, 
                              reflected in the work of expert and advisory       
                      bodies

• MB – appointed by Ministry (at the proposal of stakeholders)

• MB – appoints the Accreditation Council (AC)

• AC – appoints the Follow up Committee

• AC – appoints the expert panels, HEIs may point out on the a possible  
  conflict of interest and comment on the composition of expert 

   panel

• National Council for HE, Science and Technological Development – 
appoints the Complaints Committee

• Members of all ASHE bodies and all members of expert panels sign a 
Confidentiality and Non-Conflict of Interest Statement & contract

• Members of the AC and other bodies are excluded from discussion and 
decisions on issues that involve a conflict of interest

ASHE - context



• Definitions of procedures and other implementing acts → rules of 
procedures, methodologies (manuals, guidelines…)

• Implementation of activities → planning processes

• Expert panel → independently prepares the Final Report and makes 
  quality assessment

• AC → can request additional statements or clarification from the expert 
    panel, ASHE coordinator, or a HEI/RI

• ASHE  → decides on the evaluation procedure outcome (remain the 
 responsibility of the agency)

• Independence in managing its own staff

ASHE - context



Initial accreditation – until 2023



New initial accreditation – from 2023



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

❖Guidelines: 

• In the course of their work, agencies gain information on 
programmes and institutions that can be useful beyond the scope of 
a single process, providing material for structured analyses across 
the higher education system. These findings can contribute to the 
reflection on and the improvement of quality assurance policies 
and processes in institutional, national and international contexts. 
A thorough and careful analysis of this information will show 
developments, trends and areas of good practice or persistent difficulty.

3.4 Thematic analysis



• ASHE activities aimed to improve national QA system, HEI, study 
programmes

• Analyses of data, reports and results of EE

• Annual plan of activities include institutions in a same scientific field

• Annual thematic analyses (technical, biotechnical and social science)  
and analyse at the end of an evaluation cycle (analyse and review of 
evaluation procedure, satisfaction of involved stakeholders, data, 
findings, outcomes…)

• Thematic analysis of the applied evaluation methodologies, for now 
only in science

• The Overview of re-accreditation of doctoral studies in the Republic of 
Croatia, 2016–2019 

ASHE – context



➢Employability:

 • Results of research on student satisfaction with study      
  programmes and their readiness for the labour market

 • What to do after graduation?

➢Careers:

 • Report on the research of current situation and challenges regarding the 
operation of career centres and career guidance at HEIs

 • Establishment, work and needs of career guidance services for students 
and employees at HEIs

 • Overview of recent European and national policies in regard to HRM in 
HEIs within EHEA

 • Guidelines  for  Human  Resources  Management  (HRM)  at  the  
Faculty  of  Humanities  and  Social  Sciences,  University of Rijeka - 
selected processes and tools

 • Guidelines  for  Human  Resources  Management  (HRM)  at  HEIs  in  
the  Republic  of  Croatia

ASHE – context



Agencies should have adequate and appropriate resources, both human 
and financial, to carry out their work.

❖Guidelines: 

It is in the public interest that agencies are adequately and 
appropriately funded, given higher education’s important impact on the 
development of societies and individuals. The resources of the agencies 
enable them to organise and run their external quality assurance 
activities in an effective and efficient manner. Furthermore, the 
resources enable the agencies to improve, to reflect on their practice 
and to inform the public about their activities.

3.5 Resources



Financial resources – ASHE’s annual budget is a part of the state 
budget – adopted by the Parliament upon the Government proposal

• ASHE independently proposes its budget, the budget is planned for a three-
year period

• Use of EU structural funds and programmes (an additional guarantee of 
financial stability)

• The Statute allows the Agency to generate income. In this strategic period, 
ASHE will additionally focus on the implementation of cross-border evaluations

ASHE – context





IT resources

• Some information systems are used at the national level, while 

   others are used at the Agency level only.

• Within SKAZVO project, ASHE conducted an analysis of all its 
business processes and developed a conceptual design of its future IT 
system → need for further digitalisation of business processes 

•  Security and reliability of the IT infrastructure maintain the integrity, 
availability and confidentiality of data

• ASHE joined the Establishing Shared Services Centre (SSC) - enable 
communication between all national registers and databases

• CEP database → (DEQAR)

• MOZVAG2 system – reaccreditation (Croatian Scientific Bibliography 
CROSBI and the Database of Project Activities in Science and Higher 
Education in Croatia (Project Database) 

ASHE – context



Human resources

• 69 employees: 65 hold HE degrees, 8 PhDs and 4 Masters of   
         Science (mr. sc.)

• 20 employees work in external quality assurance

• Managing employees’ workload in the following period: the number of 
tasks assigned to the Agency has increased over the years

• Further professional development – CEENQA and ENQA exchange 
programmes

• ASHE is part of the public administration system which is to undergo 
reforms; employment is limited and salaries are lower than in the 
private sector

• ASHE defined a competency profile for all positions within the 
organisation, and developed a performance management system that 
has to be implemented

ASHE – context



• “In Pursuit of Full Equality between Men and Women: Reconciliation of 
Private and Family Life” – advanced MAMFORCE standard for the 
implementation of gender and family policies

ASHE – context



• ENQA Staff Development Group, 2012

• ENQA Quality Assurance Professional  

Competencies Framework

– designing job descriptions

– staff recruitment and selection

– further development of employees

Human resources development



• Collecting data by means of the survey People and Culture 

in QA Agencies conducted in March 2023

• by the CEENQA Secretariat and ASHE

• Link to an online questionnaire was sent to all CEENQA 

member agencies → 19 agencies (anonymous)

    

• Adaptation of the HRM in HEI analytical framework 

developed in the Erasmus project Modernisation of Higher 

Education Institutions through Enhancement of Human 

Resources Management Function (HRMinHEI) project 

CEENQA - People and Culture in QA Agencies

https://forms.office.com/pages/responsepage.aspx?id=yLJhBkarkkecSaqj96uGD9nU9ZIjphFPvDDkjQ-


1. Human resources strategy 

and planning

2. Job demands

3. Recruitment and selection

4. Performance evaluation

5. Training and development

6. Career progression

7. Pay and benefits

8. HR analyses and reporting

9. HR special issues

10. Information systems and 

personnel administration 

HRM analytical framework



• Specific HR strategies are part of the QAA's overall strategy (68%)

• 50% agencies clearly communicate their HR strategy 

• Defined measurable quantitative and qualitative indicators (80%) 

• Documented procedure for writing job descriptions (79%)

• Largely established their own system for performance evaluation of 

employees (11); only 4 out of 19 agencies fully use KPIs; only 5 out of 19 

fully use competencies 

• 33% agencies have mechanisms in place to deal with the poor 

performance

• 17 agencies reported that they prepare development 

     plans for QA staff only, whereas 12 agencies

     responded that they prepare development 

     and training plans for all the employees.

Findings



Findings

• Clear link between performance evaluation and career progression was 

reported by only four agencies.

• 12 agencies reported that HR reports form integral part of their overall 

reporting system.

• 13 agencies reported that they have developed, to a certain extent, the IT 

software for HR processes, but only 4 QAAs has comprehensive IT 

software that supports the development of a staff portfolio.



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

• to be accountable to their stakeholders

• high professional standards and integrity

• QA policy:

- ensures that all persons involved in its activities are competent and act 
professionally and ethically; 

- includes internal and external feedback mechanisms that lead to a 
continuous improvement within the agency; 

- guards against intolerance of any kind or discrimination;

- outlines the appropriate communication with the relevant authorities of 
those jurisdictions where they operate; 

- ensures that any activities carried out and material produced by 
subcontractors are in line with the ESG, if some or all of the elements in its 
quality assurance activities are subcontracted to other parties; 

- allows the agency to establish the status and recognition of the institutions 
with which it conducts external quality assurance.

3.6 Internal quality assurance and professional conduct



• ISO 9001+ESG+CAF model

• Internal and lead auditors

• Internal audit → external audit

• Continuous improvement and innovation

• Collecting feedback from stakeholders and 

employees → the importance of evidence-

based dialogue on quality improvement 

Development of integrated QA system



• The quality policy is implemented through the established processes, 
whereby strategic plans are translated into operational plans, and the 
adopted plans are implemented through everyday activities that include 
the participation of ASHE employees, members of its various bodies, 
committees and stakeholders.

Implementation



•Leadership – Awareness of quality policy and 
mission

•Processes 

•Strategic planning  

•Quality manuals & procedures

•Performance

•Performance Evaluation – KPIs

• Improvement

Internal QA System



• IQA system aim to monitor and enhance 

quality 

• Develop a real “quality culture”

• Self-evaluation at

– institutional 

– department

– and individual level

• Importance of communication

Development of integrated QA system



ASHE’s QA System

• Implementation 
of planned 
activities

•Additional 
education of 
employees

•Collection of 
feedback 

•Performance 
analyses

• Internal/external 
audit

•Annual report

• Strategic planning

•Annual planning

•Budget

•Detailed activity 
plan for 
departments

•Activity development

•New activities

•Updating procedures

•Amendments to 
documents and 
modifications to 
activities

•Proposals for 
amendments to 
legislative regulations

Act Plan

DoCheck





• Application of the Labour Act 

• The employment contract signed between ASHE and the employee

• Guidelines for managing the conflict of interest of employees in the 
public sector

• Quality Policy

• Confidentiality Statement signed by the employee

• Code of Ethics of ASHE employees 

• Code of Conduct of the Accreditation Council

•  Members of Agency’s bodies and expert panel members sign a 
Statement on confidentiality and conflict of interest

•  ASHE appointed an Ethics Officer 

Ethical principles



• Surveys and questionnaires

• ASHE conducts an annual survey of its 

stakeholders (HEIs, RIs, panel members, 

coordinators) – analyses

• Quality index is calculated and trends are monitored

• Employee satisfaction survey is conducted once a 

year

• ASHE annual report 

Internal and external feedback mechanisms



• Internal and external audits (goals, quality of work, 

risk analysis, available resources, expertise and 

ethics of employees, collected feedback on 

processes and criteria, trends and initiatives, as well 

as the improvements made since the last audit, their 

impact and suggestions for further development, 

and information on                                                   

appeals and complaints)

Audits



Agencies should undergo an external review at least once every five 
years in order to demonstrate their compliance with the ESG.

❖Guidelines: 

A periodic external review will help the agency to reflect on its policies 
and activities. It provides a means for assuring the agency and its 
stakeholders that it continues to adhere to the principles enshrined 
in the ESG. 

3.7 Cyclical external review of agencies



• ESG reviews (2011, 2016/17, 20/22)

• Based on peer review → self-evaluation report + 

visit + interviews + evidence → report → follow up + 

improvement and a new cycle

• Internal audit every year

• DNV GL external audit every

year and recertification 

every three years

• CAF model every 2 years

ESG 3.7 Cyclical external review of agencies



Output of ASHE 2017 review

• Fully compliant with 7 standards 

• Substantially compliant with 5 standards (2.1 
Consideration of internal quality assurance;  2.2 
Designing methodologies fit for purpose; 2.3 
Implementing processes; 2.4 Peer-review 
experts; 2.6 Reporting) 

• Partially compliant with 2 standards (2.5 Criteria 
for outcomes; 2.7 Complaints and appeals). 



Output of the ENQA review 2021/22

Panel conclusion ENQA Board 

decision

Fully compliant 13 12

Substantially 

compliant

1 (ESG 3.1) 2 (ESG 3.1 & 2.7)



Thank you for your attention!

vdjurkov@azvo.hr
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