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Abstract: 
This paper explores how equity and inclusion in higher education (HE) can be promoted by a quality 
assurance agency. The inclusion of the assessment of the social dimension in external quality 
assurance could be a step forward towards what is labelled as the “next Bologna”, i.e. a European 
Higher Education Area based on shared values, promoting both accountability and improvement in 
this arena. Quality assurance agencies (QAAs), from their position between governments and HE 
institutions, may steer the assessment, but not without challenges. The case of AQU Catalunya 
implementing the gender perspective as an axis of inequality is presented here. Finally, we identify 
the main lessons of this case study that may be useful not only for other agencies interested in the 
gender perspective, but also to understand the challenges of assessing the social dimension based 
on different axes of inequality like social background, ethnicity or disability. 
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1. The social perspective of quality assurance 

The social dimension of Higher Education (HE) in the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) can be 
traced back to 2001 in the Prague Communiqué. Since then, the relevance of this perspective has been 
gaining momentum, to the point that, at the Paris Communiqué, in 2018, the ministers declared that 
“the student body entering and graduating from European higher education institutions should reflect 
the diversity of Europe’s populations”. More recently, in 2020, the Rome Ministerial Communiqué states 
that external quality assurance systems should consider the social dimension and how it is embedded 
in Higher Education Institutions (HEIs).  

From the educational actors’ point of view, we find two relevant examples of this increased awareness. 
On the one hand, the Global University Network for Innovation (GUNI) states that HEIs have the singular 
responsibility of helping to provide appropriate responses to address the global challenges of the world, 
which are very well summarised in the 2030 United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)1 
(Grau et al, 2017: 503). On the other hand, UNESCO has recently presented and discussed in-depth 
during the 3r World Higher Education Conference, the Roadmap 2030 to reinvent higher education 
(UNESCO, 2022). One of the principles of the Higher Education of the future is Inclusion, Equity and 
Pluralism; it contends that countries and HEIs should accelerate the efforts to remove barriers to HE, 
along with the need to flexibly respond to an increasingly diverse student population.  

Therefore, the commitment of both European governmental bodies and educational institutions with the 
social dimension is increasingly clear and recurrent, and some relevant initiatives have been developed. 
However, there is still a long way to go, and the social dimension is, at the moment, more a framework 
and a commitment than a reality (Salmi & Claville, 2022).  

The social dimension is also referred to as DEI dimension (which stands for Diversity, Equity and 
Inclusion), highlighting the triple challenge it faces: it is not only about who is in the classroom (diversity), 
but also about to what extent policies are fairly implemented to achieve this diversity, allowing equal 
opportunities for everybody (equity), and about the actors involved in policy-making (inclusion). There 
are a few major axes of inequality that range from gender to social background, including other 
conditions that imply different resources and opportunities such as disability, ethnicity or rurality. “Higher 
Education for all” means the equality of opportunities regardless of each social condition but, of course, 
the priority axis might vary depending on the national and cultural context. When we refer to equality of 
opportunities, we do not limit the term to issues around access. We also include the opportunity of 
having a successful and fruitful educational and social experience throughout the duration of a given 
course. 

 

2. The role of Quality Assurance Agencies in the social dimension implementation 

This paper discusses the role that Quality Assurance Agencies (QAAs) should play in fostering the 
social dimension in HE. QAAs have been at the heart of the EHEA since 2003 (Berlin communiqué, 
2023). They have acted as policy levers that push HEIs out of their comfort zone to meet quality 
standards (defined through a process of stakeholder negotiation), using a methodology than hinges on 
self-assessment and peer review.  

It is interesting to note that the narratives on what is important to assess have been changing throughout 
the years: accountability vs improvement, learning outcomes, teaching and learning, and, recently, 
social impact. According to Bergan & Deca (2018), to move to the next Bologna level, we must focus 
both on fundamental values relevant for our time (equity in access, ethical integrity, etc.) but also on 
concrete commitments and goals in connection with developments in other policy agendas (EU, OECD, 
UNESCO, the Council of Europe, etc.).  

The assessment of the social dimension of HE can be a tool for DEI’s accountability and improvement. 
Quality Assurance Agencies are in a privileged position between governments and HEIs, often in a 
complex equilibrium with education and societal demands or international agendas. In fact, although 
the standards regarding the social dimension might and should be global, barriers to equity and 
solutions to overcome them will necessarily be local, since they might imply changes in regulation, 
funding, organizational and information policies, both at the HE’s system level and at the HEIs’ one.  

In this paper we address the study case of the Catalan Quality Assurance Agency (AQU Catalunya). 
Its commitment and experience in the implementation of the social dimension as a cross-cutting 

 
1 https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/ 
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perspective in its processes, focused mainly on the gender perspective, can be useful to identify the 
key challenges and lessons of the deployment of the DEI dimension by QAAs, either focused on gender 
or on other axis of inequality.  

 

3. AQU Catalunya’s strategy for the inclusion of the social dimension in assessment 
processes, focussing on gender 

In recent years, AQU Catalunya has incorporated the challenge of gender equality as a cross-cutting 
issue in all its processes: the assessment of degrees and institutions, teaching staff evaluation, and the 
thematic studies of the Catalan HE system. The agency has defined women2 as the main equity target 
to focus on, triggered by a specific regulatory context3 that promotes the gender equality in the Catalan 
society and public administration.  

This perspective assumes that a gender-sensitive quality assurance process not only allows to meet 
the national and international regulatory trends, but also enhances the quality assurance process itself 
and its impact. As Benito & Verges (2020) contend, the omission of a gender-sensitive perspective must 
be addressed by quality assurance agencies, as it allows to rise new quality concerns, improve quality 
frameworks, and engage new stakeholders in the process.  

Besides the fundamental regulatory mandate, the implementation owes its successes to the internal 
leadership. Proof of this commitment allies in that all the agency’s staff are trained on the gender 
perspective to raise awareness about gender roles and inequalities of opportunity.  

AQU Catalunya’s strategy for the inclusion of the gender dimension in quality processes can be mapped 
in the following processes:  

 

1. Thematic analysis:  

Three major studies have been carried out to expand the knowledge on the situation and trends of 
gender inequalities in the Catalan Higher Education system: one related to the student learning 
experience, one analysing the labour market outcomes from a gender perspective, and a third about 
the teaching staff accreditation process. Following is a summary of their key conclusions.  

a. Gender bias in student’ learning experience: in coordination with the Catalan-speaking 
universities network (Xarxa Vives), a study was carried out in 2021 about the learning 
experiences of students during their higher education paths. A survey to enrolled students 
collected data on access and degree choice, financial resources and teaching and learning 
experiences, among other issues. Two main results can be highlighted in relation to the 
gender perspective in Quality. 

 
2 Recently some other regulatory developments have been released, promoting the inclusion of a non-
binary perspective of this gender equality. Therefore, the agency will also shift its focus accordingly.  
3 Law 17/2015, about effective equality between women and men. Government of Catalunya. Article 
28.1 calls on universities to “introduce the mainstreaming of the gender perspective” and establishes 
that gender must be mainstreamed in the external QA processes.  
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i. As it is widely known, there is a horizontal stratification by gender in the choice of 
a degree programme. Women are less likely to choose STEM degrees, which tend 
to yield more lucrative careers. The first consequence is that men and women start 
from very different position with different labour market opportunities.  

ii. In these male-dominated degrees, women are more sensitive to stereotyping in 
contrast with men. For example, women are less confident about their abilities for 
applying the skills learnt and perceive that their classroom contributions are less 
appreciated by teachers and peers (Soler, 2022).  

Figure 1. Perception in male-biased degrees by gender (out of 10) 

 

 

 

From the quality assurance perspective, agencies should assure that institutions 
present gender-sensitive attraction policies to minimize these differences. But 
the challenge is not limited to access, also the learning experiences are different 
between men and women, specifically in STEM degrees, and a quality 
perspective should take into account a gender perspective in teaching and 
assessment  

 

b. Gender inequalities in labour market outcomes: in 2021, a study analysed if inequalities 
in employment outcomes by gender can be identified 20 years after graduation (AQU, 
2021). In previous studies it was concluded that at 3 or 10 years after the graduation little 
differences between women and men could be identified, controlling for subject of study. 

As mentioned before, women and men, on average, apply for different types of degrees, 
and different average choices bring women and men to different labour “routes” with 
different prospects. Having the disciplinary segmentation as one of the main problems of 
gender inequality in Higher Education, the study pointed out that other type of inequality 
mechanisms could be identified 20 years after the graduation. Maternity is common at this 
moment, and triggered these other mechanisms of inequality like, for example, the increase 
of part-time job, the higher use of conciliation measures by women or a different willingness 
of being away from home like in business trips. The gender-role of women in childcare push 
them out of the main employment competition. 

 

Figure 2. Part-time employment by sex and age group 20 years after graduation 
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Figure 3. Primary reason for choosing part-time employment 20 years after graduation 

 

The glass ceiling and the wage gap are two other phenomenon that have been well 
documented by research. They are closely related with the maternity role of women too, 
and they were also identified in our research, 20 years after the graduation.  

Little can be done either by Quality Agencies or HEIs to revert these trends. Gender 
inequalities, as other kinds of inequalities, need to be addressed from a multilevel 
and intersenctional perspective and with a life-course approach, as Juliette 
Tourabian states, “no miracle is going to happen at the last level” (2022). 

 

c. Gender inequalities in teaching staff accreditation: another study4 analyses both the 
glass ceiling in teaching staff positions in the Catalan Higher Education System and the 
gender inequalities in the accreditation of research activities. 

One of the key optimistic messages that could be identified was the decrease of the glass 
ceiling between men and women in scholar career. It is far from equal, but the so-called 
“genders scissors” appear to have been narrowing in the past 10 years. 

  

Figure 4. Teaching staff by Frascati classification and gender (2011-2020) 

 
4 Publication pending 
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Whether this trend is caused by a generational effect (previous teaching staff generations 
are more men-dominated than recent ones), or an actual reduction of inequalities in career 
promotion will be confirmed in the coming years. Probably both effects are involved. 
However, it is not plausible that inequality is going to disappear completely, as the vicious 
circle of the academic progress for women is still a reality: women tend to publish on 
average almost 2 papers less than men each year. Lesser research outputs, brings fewer 
opportunities to get funds and projects, and in turn more difficulties to promote. 

A lower level of academic outputs for women has multiple causes, of course, but again 
maternity is one of them. An analysis of maternity leaves/reduced workday requests in 
Catalan universities shows that around 90% of them are requested by women. Women 
interrupts their research career in a higher proportion than men. 
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Figure 5. Proportion of conciliatory measures requested by women in Catalan Universities 

 

 

Considering that, in the same study it is identified that women postpone their research 
accreditation more than men on average, and that women need a higher proportion of 
attempts to get a successful research accreditation than men. Despite this trend, no bias 
in the results obtained in the accreditation were identified between men and women who 
finally apply for an accreditation (identified also in a previous study (Mancho, 2020)). 

These results mean that there is not a gender-bias in research accreditation, and that 
reviewers do not assess men and women systematically different (even though women 
publish fewer papers, this is compensated by the fact that they tend to be more involved in 
a higher number of projects and research mobilities). The reality, however, is that women 
are more cautious in applying for the accreditation (specially in advanced positions), and 
they postpone the decision in a higher proportion than men. In addition, they will need, on 
average, more attempts before getting the accreditation. In the long term it can keep 
reproducing the gender structure of teaching staff. 

This is a key issue which both Quality Agencies and HEIs can address, rethinking the 
accreditation process of teaching staff and their recruitment policies. For example, 
interruptions in the academic career might be compensated, as they are not equally 
distributed by gender. Moreover, a continuous training of reviewers in gender perspective 
is crucial to identify the systematic mechanisms of inequality.  

2. The incorporation of the gender perspective in degree accreditation processes 

Following the new regulation, AQU released a framework for effectively mainstreaming a gender 
equality perspective in all areas of HE teaching (AQU, 2018). It defines what is teaching with a gender 
perspective, its benefits and how to integrate it in the curricula. In addition, AQU reviewed its programme 
assessment guidelines to include the gender perspective. For example, it is now required an analysis 
of how the gender perspective is implemented in the design of the study plan (learning outcomes, 
syllabi, how the internal quality assurance system will guarantee that the gender perspective is 
mainstreamed, etc) and its outputs (achievement, graduation and employability). 

In 2022 a review of its implementation took place (AQU, 2022), and below are the main conclusions:  

a) Ex-ante accreditation5: HEIs are including the gender perspective as transversal skills of 
new degree proposals (some referring to UNESCO SDGs in a broad sense). However, the 
learning outcomes and specific contents of this transversal skill are rarely defined, and any 
degree proposal includes gender-sensitive teaching methodology or assessment. 
Recently, review panels are including recommendations about the inclusion of the gender 
dimension in new degree proposals. For example:  

 
5 Guidelines of ex-ante accreditation [in Catalan]: https://tinyurl.com/5ch48ezc 
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“The panel considers that before the implementation [of the gender perspective], the 
expected learning outcomes should be defined in further detail to enable an evaluation of 
their achievement” (2021 master’s degree ex-ante review report. Humanities). 

Or,  

“Due to the complexity and the broad scope of the [gender-sensitve] skill, the degree should 
ensure that the contents, the learning activities and the evaluation methods could assess 
its level of achievement” (2021 master’s degree ex-ante review report. Health Science). 

 

b) Ex-post accreditation6: despite being compulsory in the current regulation, most HEIs do 
not introduce a gender perspective analysis in the self-assessment reports. However, 
indicators are presented by gender and some HEIs include improvement plans that include 
short term gender-sensitive actions, or references to institutional policies. Generally, the 
external review panels do not assess the gender perspective in their reports if HEIs do not 
mention it in the self-assessment report. Some examples of recommendations of the review 
panel are:  

“Considering the proportion of women enrolled, it is in a low range of 10-20%. We suggest 
to push the necessary activities to balance the relation between men and women in the 
degree” (2021 master’s degree ex-post review report. Engineering). 

Or,  

“We suggest to use the inclusive language in all published information” (2021 master’s 
degree ex-post review report. Humanities). 

 

4. Conclusion 

 Higher Education systems worldwide cannot longer ignore the social dimension. It is not just a clear 
demand from the higher education community and society at large, but also it is increasingly present in 
international agendas. QAAs should decide if they want to be just an observer of this change or take 
an active role, taking advantage of their position between governments, HEI’s and society, and their 
process of pushing quality enhancements.  

The introduction of a gender perspective in AQU Catalunya has had two main outcomes: thematic 
analyses which have generated knowledge about gender inequalities and its mechanisms, and changes 
in its assessment guidelines to embed the gender perspective. Rising awareness is probably the first 
step of a real change and identifying the main mechanisms from a local point of view is fundamental 
before trying to address them. For example, the persistent disciplinary segmentation and its impact in 
the employment outputs, or the effect of the maternity interruptions in the professional career, points 
out that probably quality assurance processes should consider gender-sensitive enrolment procedures 
or weight maternity interruptions in research accreditation processes.  

Some lessons from our experience may be useful not only for other agencies but also when considering 
other social dimensions based on different axes, such as social background. 

a) A commitment from the agency’s board is necessary, exerting a strong leadership in the 
transformation of the agency and its processes. 

b) Knowledge as a tool to raise awareness: a training programme for review panels is 
fundamental, in parallel with the dissemination of trends, mechanisms and benchmarking of 
inequalities among stakeholders.  

c) Adaptation of procedures and guidelines of the main relevant processes so different actors can 
use the same framework of implementation. Also, it is important to identify quality standards 
and the evidence to assess these standards. 

d) One fundamental element in the case study is the regulatory framework that has triggered the 
changes described. However, as has been seen, to be fully effective, either the framework 

 
6 Guidelines of ex-post accreditation: https://www.aqu.cat/en/doc/Universitats/Metodologia/Guia-d-
acreditacio-GM-EN 
 

https://www.aqu.cat/en/doc/Universitats/Metodologia/Guia-d-acreditacio-GM-EN
https://www.aqu.cat/en/doc/Universitats/Metodologia/Guia-d-acreditacio-GM-EN


P a g e  | 9 

http://bit.ly/EQAFLinkedin 

should go beyond set of principles or a declaration of intent by a given government (soft law), 
including incentives or real sanctions, or more training should be delivered in order to fully 
commit those who are in charge of the design, delivery and assessment of programs. 

As identified before, the social dimension is an emerging issue in quality assessment but is far from 
being generalised and systematised. It seems it is necessary to bring the social dimension (and the 
EHEA based on shared values) to the next level.  

Discussion questions for the session: 

 

1. It seems that the gender perspective is an emerging but superficial issue in a growing number 
of Quality Agencies. Which measures can be taken to foster the gender-sensitive assessment 
in Higher Education and its implications? 

2. Is it possible an actual and effective deployment of the social dimensions, in any of the axes of 
inequality, without a regulatory framework that enforces it? Is it enough with commitment? 

3. Is the social dimension perspective suitable in emergent Higher Education Systems or should 
they focus on previous quality issues? By contrast, in mature Higher Education systems, should 
it be the main Quality Assurance perspective?  
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