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world; uproar’s your only music’
(John Keats)

he discourse of our times has
acquired an apocalyptic tone.
Our newspapers and daily

conversation dwell on pandemics, asymmetrical
warfare and global warming. Even the terms in which
we discuss the state of higher education have become
hyperbolic. Universities are said to be working ‘on the
edge of chaos’ (Tosey 2002), and in ‘an age of super-
complexity’ (Barnett 2000); and a recent report by the
PA Consulting Group (2004) – aptly entitled Survival

of the Fittest – stated that ‘the higher
education sector is facing unprecedented
pressures for change’.

Although the world about us is chang-
ing, quality management remains an area
of relative calm. Many institutions
continue to use elaborated versions of a

model that was developed by the Council for National
Academic Awards (CNAA) and conceived at a time
when higher education was not so exposed to market
forces, when the policy and regulatory environment
was relatively stable, and in a period in which UK
higher education could still be described as an ‘elite’
system. Whilst we may have felt that things were not
getting any better, our work was at least governed by a
sense of continuity.

Approaches to academic quality assurance that were
fit for the purpose of managing an institution’s respon-
sibilities in one set of circumstances may be inappro-
priate in another; whatever their provenance, our
established quality management systems may fail to
secure quality and standards in the turbulent higher
education environment of the new millennium.
Working from this premise, the Good Management
Practice project on ‘Quality Risk Management’
funded by the Higher Education Funding Council for
England (HEFCE) set out to explore the potential for
applying risk management principles to the design of
cost-effective quality management systems. The
project team comprised representatives of the four
participating institutions: Bath Spa University, the
University of Durham, Edge Hill College of Higher
Education, and Leeds Metropolitan University. The
discussion that follows is based on the team’s findings,
and on the experience of one institution in applying a
‘risk-based’ approach to elements of its quality
management strategy (Raban and Turner 2005).

‘Risk’ in higher education
If uproar had been John Keats’ ‘only music’ in the early
nineteenth century it is possible that we are ‘glorifying
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ourselves by describing our own age as “turbulent”’
(Mintzberg 1994). The idea of ‘risk’ expresses our sense
of ‘living in new times’ and ‘risk management’, encour-
aged by the Government and required by the Funding
Council, has become something of a growth industry
(HEFCE 2001). The discourse of risk is however more
than a passing fashion and it is not simply the product
of managerial conceit. Higher education is a ‘riskier’
enterprise than it was, and effective ‘risk management’
– innovating, adapting, taking risks and managing these
risks – is the key to institutional success and survival.

…many risk registers …. are 

little more than exercises in 

institutional neurosis…

We commonly employ the idea of ‘risk’ to encapsu-
late the uncertainties of the modern era. However, the
term has been debased by slack usage: ‘from a complex
attempt to reduce uncertainty it has become a decora-
tive flourish on the word “danger”’ (Douglas 1992). In
many cases, the ‘risk registers’ employed by universi-
ties in compliance with the Funding Council’s
requirements are little more than exercises in institu-
tional neurosis. Such items as ‘low retention’ or
‘student complaints about teaching’ are merely symp-
toms to watch out for in deciding whether things are
going wrong, and whether we are ‘at risk’. Used in
this way, the concept of ‘risk’ tells us nothing about
the likelihood of a danger occurring and the factors
that might cause it; and, because it has little analytical
value it cannot provide a basis for effective action.

We need to be more sophisticated in our under-
standing and application of the concept if we are to
have any hope of quelling the turbulence or, at least, of
charting a safer course for our institutions. The Fund-
ing Council has defined a ‘risk’ as the threat that ‘an
action or event will adversely affect an organisation’s
ability to achieve its objectives’. It also recognises that
‘risk’ is both positive and negative: it is a matter of
opportunities as well as threats. Taking this definition
as our starting point, risk factors – the uncertain events
that lie within our operating environments – must be
identified and assessed. We must ask how these factors
might impact on the viability, quality and standards of
our provision. We must also establish why, whether
and when the damage might be inflicted or the oppor-
tunities might occur. It is only once these questions
have been answered that academic managers can be
capable of both preventing – and not simply remedying
– the impact of threats, and deliberately rather than
opportunistically exploiting opportunities.

The challenge is to develop a language of risk that
enables us to operate in a turbulent environment, and

one that will not be rejected by academics for its ‘mana-
gerial’ overtones. We need to ‘reconcile new managerial
values with traditional academic ones’ and reassure the
sceptical that the application of risk management prin-
ciples to academic quality assurance is not just another
‘management fad’ (Clark 1998; Birnbaum 2001).

Quality Risk Management
The project team coined the term ‘Quality Risk
Management’ (QRM) to describe an approach that
might be considered by institutions in their attempts to
cope with turbulence. We deliberately refrained from
presenting a new model for quality management and
instead we suggested four general principles that might
inform the development of an institution’s quality
management system. These are: 

● predictive and context-focused approaches to
annual monitoring and periodic review;

● the integration of quality assurance procedures with
an institution’s arrangements for academic planning
and resource allocation;

● the selective and enhancement-focused application
of quality assurance procedures for the purpose of
managing identified risks;

● an approach to academic governance that recognises
that responsibility for ‘at risk’ provision is shared
between teaching staff and their managers, and
which establishes a climate in which staff are encour-
aged to disclose evidence that provision is ‘at risk’
and identify factors which might jeopardise the qual-
ity and standards of academic provision in the future.

These principles imply a departure from established
approaches to quality assurance. In many institutions,
annual monitoring and periodic review are retrospec-
tive and provision-focused; quality assurance systems
are only loosely integrated with executive decision-
making; procedures are universally applied and serve
the assurance function; and many of the respondents in
our initial survey reported that a perceived ‘blame
culture’ inhibited the production of frank annual
reports by their academic departments.

…the key responsib i l i ty  for  

ident i fy ing and assess ing 

academic r isks should l ie  

wi th  ‘ f ront  l ine ’  s ta f f…

The approach also differs significantly from the risk
management techniques that have been adopted for the
purpose of managing ‘corporate’ threats in compliance
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with the Funding Council’s requirements. QRM
emphasises the need for a forensic analysis of risk factors
and their interactions, whilst the ‘risk registers’ that have
been developed by many institutions tend to focus on
the symptoms that indicate that provision is already at
risk. We argue that the key responsibility for identifying
and assessing academic risks should lie with ‘front line’
staff, rather than with senior managers and the audit
committees of governing bodies. And the objectives of
QRM emphasise enhancement and capacity-building,
while ‘corporate’ risk management tends to stress
accountability and control.

While many universities might claim that their
quality assurance systems are more or less underpinned
by the first three principles of QRM, the fourth is
crucial in securing the engagement of academic staff in
the ‘QA project’, in developing relationships of trust
between academics and managers, and thus enabling
the institution to become a learning organisation. The
fourth principle is also consistent with Nahapiet and
Ghoshal’s discussion (Nahapiet and Ghoshal 2000) of
the relationship between social and intellectual capital.
Intellectual capital is described as ‘the knowledge and
knowing capability’ of an organisation – it ‘represents
a valuable resource and a capability for action based in
knowledge and knowing’. Because it is created by ‘a
process of combining the knowledge and experience
of different parties’, it is ‘dependent upon exchange
between these parties’. They define the optimum
conditions for ‘exchange and combination’, and hence
for organisational learning and innovation, as: 

● the existence of opportunities for exchange and
combination;

● the reasonable expectation of all parties that the
exchange will be valuable in some way;

● motivation, ie all parties find that their engagement
in the exchange is worth their while;

● the ability of the organisation to assimilate and use
the new knowledge and information resulting
from the exercise.

The first condition is satisfied in the deliberative struc-
tures of most of our institutions but, because of a lack
of commitment on the part of academic departments
to quality assurance processes, these structures are
rarely exploited to full advantage to achieve the other
three conditions. The ‘invisible colleges’ of subject
areas and disciplines make academic departments rich
in social capital, and a key challenge for the architects
of quality management systems is to exploit that social
capital to benefit the institution as a whole. A crucial
step in achieving this is the development of trust
between academic departments and the centre.

Risk and trust
Fukuyama (1995) emphasises the importance of trust
in enabling an organisation to operate cost-effectively

and to promote innovation. Lack of trust can be
expensive in terms of the loss of social capital, since 

people who do not trust one another will end
up cooperating only under a system of formal
rules and regulations, which have to be negoti-
ated, agreed to, litigated and enforced, some-
times by coercive means. This legal apparatus,
serving as a substitute for trust, entails what
economists call ‘transaction costs’… a tax that
high-trust societies do not have to pay.

As Carole Smith has pointed out (2005), the develop-
ment of trust and trustworthiness may be an ‘iterative’
process.

The lack of trust between the government and the
higher education sector – demonstrated in the spiralling
levels of external scrutiny facing universities – appears
to have permeated institutional systems for the assur-
ance of quality and standards. Many universities have
over-reacted to external accountability requirements in
the design of their own quality management systems,
because managers’ perception is that the biggest risk (to
institutional reputation) is being found wanting by the
Quality Assurance Agency. This can exact a high price
in terms of a reduced level of trust within institutions,
poor staff morale and a lack of motivation among
academics to engage with the quality assurance agenda.
Approaches to QA which emphasise conformity to
externally imposed standards may thus undermine an
institution’s commitment to quality enhancement; we
should develop, instead, an approach which is based on
Biggs’ (2002) concept of the reflective institution. In a
turbulent environment our systems might themselves
become a source of risk unless and until they can
promote organisational learning.

Despite having been the architect of the Academic
Infrastructure as the foundation for institutional quality
assurance systems, the QAA now advises us that ‘less is
more’ having found that: 

… a narrow, orthodox definition of quality has
become widely adopted and accepted which
equates (it) with procedures of such baroque
(even on occasion, rococo) elaboration that they
resemble the wilder architectural fantasies of the
18th century Tsars (Williams 2004).

…now, more than ever ,  QA 

systems must  be cost-

ef fect ive ,  responsive and 

innovat ive…
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Because it places the onus on institutions to demon-
strate that their systems are fit for purpose, QAA
Audit should be conducive to the development of
innovative and enhancement-focused approaches to
quality management. But Audit also tolerates – and
possibly encourages – the more accountability-
focused, bureaucratic and conservative models that are
found in many universities. Whilst universities may
obtain a successful Audit outcome (‘broad confi-
dence’), their approaches could prove to be less cost-
effective once we take into account the level of
academic staff engagement with institutional
processes. To the extent that institutional systems
privilege the demands of external agencies against the
engagement of staff and the advice that they might
willingly provide, they will be handicapped in the task
of mounting timely and effective responses to the
difficult conditions in which they are now operating.
Now, more than ever, systems must be cost-effective,
responsive and innovative.

Quality assurance should be informed by bottom-
up perspectives so that the centre and academic
departments are equally accountable to one another
with the aim of negotiating shared objectives and
priorities. What Hancock and Hellawell (2003) call an
‘ethos of trust and confidence’, together with good
communication and clarity on how institutional deci-
sions are made, is essential if academic staff are to be
encouraged to disclose potential risks to the quality of
the provision in their department. This approach
presupposes a high level of trust within an institution,
and Nahapiet and Ghoshal (2000) suggest that where
this is present, people will be more willing to take risks
and experiment, increasing the organisation’s capacity
for dealing with complexity and diversity. The rela-
tionship between the concepts of trust and confidence
is discussed by Carole Smith (2005).

Quality Risk Management and 
annual monitoring: a case study
One of our participating institutions focused on annual
monitoring as the ‘keystone’ of its ‘risk-based’ approach
to quality management. This decision was based on the
premise that annual monitoring lies at the interface
between academic departments and institutional
management, and it was prompted by our interest in
exploring ways in which the institution could make
optimum use of its intellectual capital. It also reflected
our commitment to the bottom–up identification and
assessment of risks, rather than the top–down ‘risk
register approach’ – the shared responsibility advocated
in our fourth ‘principle’ of QRM.

The revisions to the annual monitoring process
were based on the assumption that the identification
of academic risks is best undertaken by staff working
on the ‘front line’ and who are in direct contact with
their markets and with their academic and profes-

sional communities. The institution needs to tap into,
listen and respond to their assessment of what may be
‘coming up over the horizon’ – a horizon that is both
temporal (the future) and spatial (the wider institu-
tional, regulatory and market environments within
which staff are working). This, however, has implica-
tions for staff development – staff must be enabled to
analyse the potential risks to their provision so that
the process is worthwhile for both them and the
institution.

Sue Wright (2002) makes a related point in her
argument for ‘dialogic accountability’, suggesting that
university managers ‘could think of using a drill to tap
into a well of good ideas in departments and enable
them to flow productively through the institution’.
This dialogic approach ‘(takes) on board the perspec-
tive from below … (which) would result in a very
different dynamic for institutional improvement than
which is likely to ensue from… top down imposition’.
We have applied this principle of dialogic accountabil-
ity by persuading senior managers that they are
accountable to academic departments, and by securing
the participation of academic and academic-related
departments in developing the annual monitoring
process as an ongoing institutional dialogue through
the deliberative structures.

The focus on annual monitoring was timely. In its
recent overview of the outcomes from Institutional
Audit, the QAA (2005) highlights the high percentage
of recommendations relating to the annual monitoring
of taught provision. Annual monitoring has become a
neglected orphan of CNAA parentage – a ritual that is
often maintained at considerable cost and in spite of
the meagre benefits it generates for an institution.
However, the project report suggests that annual
monitoring could play a key role in the initial identifi-
cation and assessment of academic risks, provided that
it breaks from its narrow programme focus, and from
the convention of describing a department’s operations
over the previous year. Whilst this form of reporting
might strengthen the accountability of a department
by providing an assurance of the current academic
health of a programme, assertions relating to past
performance can no longer be regarded as a guarantee
of future success in the turbulent HE environment.
Enhancement and securing the future quality and
viability of our provision requires predictive and
context-focused reporting which seeks to identify the
factors that are potentially ‘deleterious to learning and
good teaching’ both within and outside the institution
(Biggs, 2002).

Colleagues are advised that a useful and conclusive
monitoring report is comprehensive, forward-looking,
action-focused, strategic and evaluative. Reports
should provide ‘early warning’ of issues and factors
that might affect the institution’s provision, and the
action plan is an integral part of each report. An effec-
tive plan distinguishes between the action required
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from staff within the team, and that which is required
from the other parts of the institution. To this end, a
report’s analysis of risk factors should identify those
which lie within the department’s and the institution’s
span of control, and distinguish the short-term oppor-
tunities for intervention from factors which might be
more amenable to intervention over a longer-term
period.

A ‘Quality Risk Assessment’ sub-committee was
established, with a membership heavily biased in
favour of academic rather than managerial representa-
tion, and providing a mechanism for ‘exchange and
combination’ drawing together intelligence from the
annual monitoring and other processes. Its primary
role is to scrutinise and give feedback on departments’
annual monitoring reports, and to ensure that appro-
priate responses are made at institutional level to the
issues that are raised. In addition, the analytical and
self-critical qualities of a report are seen as indicative of
a department’s capacity to manage its responsibilities.
For this reason, judgements of the quality of a report
may influence the senior quality committee’s confi-
dence in the management of an area and they could,
therefore, have an impact on any future decisions by
that committee on the intensity with which these areas
should be scrutinised, and the manner in which they
should be supported.

This is a kind of ‘variable intensity’, but it does not
necessarily imply ‘light touch’. Instead, the manage-
ment of the risks identified by departments entails, as
appropriate, both the closer scrutiny of potentially
‘failing’ provision and targeted and enhancement-
focused support for areas that are exposed to significant
risk factors. It is at this point that annual monitoring
necessarily connects with the other procedures within
the quality management system. ‘Emergency’ audits
can be commissioned for the purpose of conducting a
close investigation of areas that are struggling to cope
with difficult circumstances. And, on a routine basis
for all departments, both the analysis of risk contained
in annual monitoring reports and the quality commit-
tee’s confidence judgements inform the annual negoti-
ation of budgets, the formulation of faculties’ academic
development plans, and the periodic review and reval-
idation of courses.

This case study is based on the experience of Edge
Hill. The College had been committed to the devel-
opment of a ‘risk-based’ quality strategy since 1999,
and it has taken some five or six years for the divi-
dends of this approach to be realised. The immediate
benefits have been the increased willingness of staff
to participate in the annual monitoring process and a
general improvement in the quality of their reports.
These are both cause and consequence of the greater
accountability to academic departments (through the
annual monitoring process) of senior committees and
managers, and of central service areas. The incidental
(but nonetheless important) benefits have included a

revitalisation of debate through the committee struc-
ture and the more confident engagement of staff
with other aspects of the quality management system,
and with external quality assurance agencies. These
additional benefits have accrued because annual
monitoring is the one quality assurance procedure of
which all staff will have some experience, and the
character of their experience will colour their
perceptions of (and engagements with) other proce-
dures. An annual monitoring procedure that is
perceived to have both intrinsic value and extrinsic
benefits (in the form of enhancement-focused is
likely to restore a sense of staff ownership of a system
that is all-too-often regarded as an unproductive and
unwelcome imposition on a department’s academic
business and professionalism.

The challenges of modernisation
The phrase ‘less is more’, coined by Mies van der
Rohe, neatly expresses the quest of Modernist archi-
tecture for rational solutions to the complicated prob-
lems of urban existence. Louis Sullivan’s dictum that
‘form ever follows function’ is equally relevant to a
comparison between the design of buildings and the
design of quality assurance systems that are fit for the
purpose of managing academic provision in turbulent
environments. Whilst the QAA’s advice is timely and
welcome, any institution that is considering the
‘modernisation’ of its systems will need to take full
account of external imperatives and internal circum-
stances.

One rather obvious lesson that we have drawn from
the work that we have undertaken is that whilst it is
relatively easy to produce strategies, systems and struc-
tures (the architecture of quality management), it is
much more difficult to effect real changes in the
culture of an institution and in the attitudes and
behaviour of its staff. The approach that we have
adopted places responsibility for the initial identifica-
tion of risks on staff engaged in the day-to-day deliv-
ery of academic programmes; responsibility for the
subsequent verification and assessment of identified
risks lies with faculties working in partnership with the
Quality Committee; and the management of academic
risks is a responsibility that is shared by all staff and by
groups and committees within both the deliberative
and executive structures. The starting point for this
‘bottom-up’ process is, then, the large number of
teaching staff located in academic departments, their
ability to identify risks and their willingness to disclose
them.

Although staff training is necessary if colleagues are
to acquire a full understanding of the nature of risk and
if our quality assurance systems are to be enriched by
‘bottom–up’ intelligence, this alone will not be suffi-
cient to secure attitudinal and behavioural change.
The confidence and commitment to change also
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depends on the ‘lived experience’ of colleagues and, in
particular, on the culture of an institution and the way
in which it is managed. Our report argues that the
requirement that teaching staff are frank in their
disclosure of risks would be undermined in an institu-
tion with a strong ‘blame culture’, and it is for this
reason that it emphasises a particular approach to
governance as one of the four features of Quality Risk
Management.

Fitness for purpose and the feasibility of modernisa-
tion are also a function of external ‘governance’. The
prevailing fashion for ‘rococo’ styles of quality
management is an understandable consequence of an
‘audit culture’ that has placed a premium on account-
ability at the expense of self-determination and
enhancement. However, the audit methodologies of
the QAA are based upon a kind of ‘presumption of
innocence’ – a presumption that the primary responsi-
bility for the assurance of quality and standards lies
with the universities themselves, that the systems and
procedures that they establish are effective, and that
their design is based upon a careful and strategic
consideration of their fitness for purpose. The
presumption implies an invitation to institutions to
design quality assurance systems that are effective in
enabling them to manage in the context of a turbulent
environment without incurring undue costs in terms
of the necessary expenditure of social and other forms
of ‘capital’.

The invitation includes the increasing use of the
term ‘risk’ in the language employed by the QAA and
by other external quality assurance agencies. There is
also a growing, although largely uncritical, acknowl-
edgement of the need to shift the balance between
assurance and enhancement. Enhancement is an essen-
tial feature of QRM – it is consistent with forward-
looking monitoring and review, and with a proactive
approach to the management of risk. Those of us who
are intent on modernising quality assurance may be
encouraged by indications that the external climate is

becoming more conducive to the enhancement-
focused reform of institutional systems. In Scotland,
especially, the QAA’s method for institutional review
is designed to adopt ‘a supportive and not punitive
role’ in the context of the need for institutions to
innovate and take risks in promoting the enhancement
agenda (QAA 2003).
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