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The relationship between quality assurance and impact has gained attention from scholars
and policy-makers for more than fifteen years now (cf. Reith et al. 2019; Vettori & Kernegger
2013; Stensaker 2008). Foremost, attention paid to the effects of external quality assurance
(cf. Stensaker et al. 2011; Massaro 2010; with investigations on the effects (and
effectiveness) of internal quality assurance struggling with all kinds of ontological,
epistemological and methodological difficulties. Studies showed that effects were stronger
on formal aspects (routines, processes, regulations, structures) than on the actual quality of
teaching and research, and also prone to further advancing institutional isomorphism (cf.
Dattey et al. 2014).

In all these projects and papers, the focus was set on the impact of quality assurance. In this
paper, however, we intend to present a different angle: Building on the work within our own
institutional context, and drawing from the still growing discourse on the impact of higher
education on economies and societies at large, we pursue the question how quality
assurance can serve the increasing needs to demonstrate the impact of higher education.
This is well in line with the emphasis of evidence-based quality assurance in this year’s
forum, as providing evidence and following chains of cause and effect needs to be a big part
of any legitimate impact demonstration.

After a brief introductory section on the “impact question” in contemporary higher education,
we will therefore describe the most recent impact mapping and impact monitoring initiatives
at WU Vienna (Vienna University of Economics and Business), which make use of a mix of
gualitative and quantitative approaches and combines different sets of data. This will lead us
to a concluding reflection on the implications of such initiatives for how and what data can be
collected and used via an institution’s quality assurance operations — and if, ultimately, a
more investigative QA approach might be called for.

The impact question in higher education

The roles of universities toward society have been changing over time — and probably never
as dynamically as in the last decades. In addition to their activities in teaching and research,
universities are expected to deliver answers to grand societal challenges and foster
engagement with societal stakeholders and partners. More and more attention is drawn to
the relevance of the institutions’ work for society at large and their third mission activities.
This is especially true for public universities where the majority activities rely on public
funding. This implies an obligation towards society to positively impact society (cf. Meyer &
Schachermayer 2018). In the UK, for example, the Research Excellence Framework (REF)
was established to assess the impact of research beyond academia and to provide
accountability for public investment.

The respective discourse is arguably particularly well developed in the business school
segment of higher education: After the financial crisis in 2008, business school came under
pressure regarding the accountability of their activities and the legitimacy of business
schools and business education. The role business schools should have in business, in
society and in educating the future leaders was questioned to a great extent. Positive
societal impact developed into a vehicle, not only for business schools, to demonstrate their
role as a positive contributor to society. Quality assurance has been a strong driver of such
developments, as international accreditation agencies (such as AACSB and EFMD) also
adopted the notion of impact into their assessment and evaluation guidelines. Therefore
demonstrating positive impact on business and society became also an important topic in
the external quality assurance of business schools. (AACSB 2021; EFMD 2020; LeJeune et
al 2019)

In 2014, EFMD even introduced its own Business School Impact System (BSIS), a
comprehensive impact assessment tool for business schools to demonstrate and document
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their impact. The framework consists of 120 indicators covering 7 dimensions including
financial and economic as well as more narrative based dimensions such as the societal and
image dimensions of impact. The purpose of BSIS is to achieve a clearer accountability and
greater transparency towards important financial and political stakeholders or society at
large. (cf. EFMD 2020). In 2020, AACSB adopted new standards for business accreditation
that shifted the focus from rule-based to principle-based judgements and put a focus on
societal impact in all areas of the standards. AACSB expects that business schools clearly
envisage the areas in which they intend to make a positive impact on the business world and
society at large. Through the shift to principle-based standards, AACSB enables business
schools to demonstrate their impact beyond impact metrics of intellectual contributions and
economic criteria such as alumni salaries. (cf. AACSB 2021)

While both accreditation agencies rely on quantitative indicators to measure impact, they
also are starting to encourage business schools to include more narrative and qualitative
approaches into impact measurement and impact monitoring. This helps business schools to
create a broader narrative about the legitimacy of their activities and the impacts they have
on business and society at large beyond citation metrics and aggregated labour market
indicators. (cf. LeJeune et al. 2019)

Driven by such external influences (the SWISS quality audit with its sustainability-oriented
standards might serve as another example, outside the business-school segment), higher
education institutions are increasingly setting up their own internal processes and try to
adapt their internal quality assurance schemes in order to meet the externally imposed
criteria. Overall, however, the IQA discourse on the topic appears to be rather
underdeveloped, and the respective methods and approaches often remain in familiar
domains.

Mapping impact: Deep impact and broad impact

In order to better understand its own impact on the relevant environment(s) across the
university’s performance spectrum, WU has started several evaluation and monitoring
initiatives. Differentiated by purpose and methodology, two basic approaches are employed:
WU’s deep impact monitoring initiatives, focusing on a reconstruction of impact pathways
along the university’s mission-related activities (research, teaching, third mission) and
making use of a more qualitatively oriented methodology; and WU’s broad impact
monitoring initiatives, aiming to gather information on institutional impact on a larger scale
with the help of more quantitatively oriented data mining techniques.

The deep impact monitoring is basically organised around a selected set of case studies in
the form of “Stories of Impact”, based on theory-based evaluation and the logical framework
approach. The approach has been adapted for WU’s context, and describes the
relationships between specific activities, outputs, and their societal impacts along so-called
impact pathways. An impact pathway would typically consist of an impact carrier (e.g. a
specific academic programme, a research project, or a community outreach activity), the
process output (e.g. graduates of the programme, research results from the project, or
participants in the community outreach activity) and the effects that can be linked to the
output (e.g. careers of activities of the programme graduates, use of the research results to
solve a practical problem, or a change in the outreach activity participants’ mindset). One
specific example would be the impact story of the MSc program in Business education
(impact carrier), which over the last 25 years has led to more than 2.500 graduates, many of
them teaching business, economics, accounting or a related subject in secondary schools
(output). Per year, about 100.000 high school students are educated by a teacher who had
graduated from WU (impact). A more research oriented example followed the experimental
testing of different auction rules and designs to sell carbon permits for different years, which
did not only lead to some well-received publications but also provided input in the design of
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the Australian carbon permit trading scheme (and yes, this is indeed Australia, not Austria
©.)

Methodologically, the deep impact monitoring mixes elements from “follow the artefact”
approaches (cf. Lueger & Froschauer 2017) with elements from reconstructive social
research (cf. Bohnsack 2014), requiring an open an investigative mindset, where hypotheses
are dynamically created, changed and discarded, in relation to the available data and
stability of the interpretative strands. Though qualitative in principle, the use of quantitative
evidence to bolster claims and impact chains, is a big part of the method.

WU’s broad impact monitoring has started with a pilot project in order to get a more
systematic view of the positions WU alumni occupy after their graduation and in their later
career stages. For achieving this, WU linked its alumni data with the ORBIS database
containing information on more than 300 million listed and non-listed companies worldwide.
In a first step, the project concentrated on national companies to see in which companies
and in which sectors WU alumni hold impactful positions. First results yielded from the
project show that WU alumni included in the ORBIS database largely hold top management
positions and they are predominantly represented represented in top management positions
in large companies (by revenue and also by number of employees) and in sectors such as
financial services, consulting, insurance and marketing. This pilot in many ways built on prior
projects where WU’s QA team analysed the CV’s of the top executives of the Austrian top
500 companies or of the companies listed in the Austrian prime market segment.
Methodologically, this approach builds on existing international databases, such as a
published company register, which includes information on its management, supervisory and
ownership structure (e.g. the Orbis Database from Bureau van Dyke'). These databases can
be searched to identify graduates in Top Management positions. Due to the large bulk of
available data, the searching routine in the register data, several descriptive statistics, mostly
corresponding to company related object-covariates (e.g.: industry, size, country) as well as
its reporting (statistics and graduate/company name lists) are automatized in R (R Core
Team, 2021) and its packages.

In terms of future plans, the impact monitoring team is currently exploring ways of better
tracking international careers and of monitoring the university’s graduates in other societal
areas beyond the economy, i.e. in the public, political or cultural spheres. This will probably
require a match of different databases and of some further “investigations”. Some first
exploratory steps in the direction of media resonance analyses have also been taken, in
order to gain a better understanding of the university’s impact on public discourses.
Overall, the deep and broad monitoring initiatives are rapidly becoming an important pillar of
WU’s quality assurance procedures, very much in line with one of the university’s well
established QA principles that the role of QA needs to go well beyond “navel-gazing” by
helping the university to make sense of its relevant environment. This opens up, from our
perspective, some fertile new grounds for data driven quality assurance and data-based
decision-making, but it also has some considerable practical and methodological
implications which we want to explore in the concluding section.

Towards a more investigative QA paradigm

Our impact monitoring initiatives are not only intended as a pitch towards more impact
assessment in general as part of institutional QA endeavours, but also as an argument for a
methodologically more diverse QA “arsenal”. Traditionally, quality assurance procedures are
focusing on information gathering within a higher education institution (e.g. course
evaluations, program evaluations, student surveys, staff surveys), and even when involving
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other stakeholders the use of self-reporting data (again via surveys, e.g. company surveys,
graduate surveys) is clearly dominant. This has considerable advantages (economically and
in terms of acceptance), not least by catering to the inherent political logic of quality
assurance as a derivate from the Bologna process in comparison to the more business-
infused quality management (cf. Vettori 2017). Yet there are also limits, in particular with a
clear lack of environmental analyses and the resulting difficulties to obtain information that is
new for the organization and decision-makers alike.

What has become a preferred data source for many research projects is, therefore, still
largely ignored within institutional QA systems. We can find more and more (and
continuously growing) databases which offer a wealth of secondary, though largely hardly
structured, data which, if properly structured, processed and interpreted, offer important
impulses for institutional development and decision-making. Very often, those databases
also offer significantly more data points than any self-generated questionnaire, which allows
for more specific analyses. To provide just one example: Finding data to answer the
guestion “who are our graduates and what have they done in the last 20 years” offers
insights than standardized questionnaires on their experiences within the first three years
after graduation. Moreover, many of the surveys employed in our current QA systems tend
to generate rather stable results (very often because the instruments themselves are kept
stable and unchanged over a long time), which adds further difficulties to using them for
institutional decision-making, in particular in a more strategic manner. This is not to say that
using different data sources and approaches will resolve well-known obstacles to rational
decision-making such as Simon’s “bounded rationality theorem” (cf. Klaes & Sent 2005); yet
the limited explanatory scope of many of our current instruments and the fact that their
usefulness in terms of impact on institutional improvements has yet to be proven (cf. Vettori
et al. 2015; ) acts a further argument towards broadening our methodological options. We
are firmly convinced that, ultimately, this will not only enable QA professionals to assess
institutional impact, but, coming full circle to our introduction, maybe also help with creating a
clearer, and more visible impact for (internal) QA itself.
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