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[bookmark: _Toc201917438]Chapter One: Background and Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc201917439]Background
In today’s globalized and increasingly competitive higher education landscape, Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) are under significant pressure to improve quality, enhance student outcomes whilst still maintaining financial sustainability. While traditionally, quality assurance (QA) in higher education has served as a compliance-based function aimed at meeting minimum academic and operational standards, the scope of QA is expanding. Quality assurance is now increasingly recognized as a critical component of strategic planning, one that can directly impact an institution’s reputation, student satisfaction, and long-term success.
In the recent years, recognition of Zambian qualifications internationally has been a topical issue with some countries subjecting graduates from Zambia to bridging examinations even when the qualification they possessed was more superior. For instance, the university of cape town through the national academic recognition information centre in south Africa indicate that the Zambian degree was equivalent to a diploma of higher education and hence entrance into a master’s program was not possible. Similarly, The National Recognition Information Centre for the United Kingdom (NARIC-UK) a key body for international recognition of qualifications, indicated that Zambian qualifications had been downgraded (ZAQA 2019 Annual Report). NARIC had had concerns about the level of Zambian qualifications, particularly Bachelor's degrees, this discrepancy impacted the international recognition and comparability of Zambian qualifications. Therefore, the United Kingdom home office excluded the university of Zambia graduates due to the perceived inferiority of their degrees. 
The university landscape has also noted some changes, decades back, Zambian university(s) were known for high standards and was evidenced by the rankings. However, this is seen not to be the that case now. Let’s take for example, Webometrics, ranking web of universities and times higher education respectable international directories averagely ranked the University of Zambia (which is the highest ranked among our local universities) as no 3492 in the world and 55 in Africa in 2019 after being listed the 2295 in 2018. These ranking take into account the academic productivity of an institution and how far these qualifications are recognized around the world. However, the Higher Education Policy (2019) and state of higher education report (2019) recorded a sharp increase of participants in higher education, particularly, university education, yet the quality and standard of qualifications being awarded gets questioned in the region and beyond. Noticeably, the Zambian higher education landscape has for many years been uncoordinated and unregulated with higher education institutions (HEIs) awarding qualifications using varying standards not easily comparable internationally. 
[bookmark: _Toc201917440]Statement of the Problem
Vividly, the Zambian higher education sector has undergone significant expansion over the past two decades with a massification of both public and private universities.  This expansion has been marked by the establishment of 10 public HEIs and registration of 64 private universities (State of Higher Education Report, 2023). Admittedly, this growth has contributed to improved access to tertiary education as envisioned in our country’s national development plans, vision 2030 and the higher education policy. However, this increase has also exposed critical challenges related to the quality, relevance, and competitiveness of academic programs. Various issues such as inadequate physical and technological infrastructure, inadequate and insufficient academic staff and misalignment between academic offering and market needs. have increasingly questioned the effectiveness of current quality assurance (QA) systems in safeguarding academic standards and producing graduates equipped for the labor market.
Currently, quality assurance in Zambian universities has been treated as a traditional compliance-oriented activity, driven primarily by Acts of parliament through the establishment of external regulation through bodies such as the Higher Education Authority (HEA) and Zambia Qualifications Authority (ZAQA). However, this approach has been reactive rather than proactive and has resulted in fragmented QA practices that lack integration with institutional planning and management processes. Arising from this, many universities continue to face issues related to graduate employability, declining brand public trust, limited international competitiveness, and inefficient resource mobilization and utilization.
The higher education space has become an increasingly competitive and market driven environment with a growing recognition that quality assurance must evolve from mere regulatory obligation to a core component of institutional strategy. When aligned with strategic goals, QA has the potential to enhance institutional performance, improve stakeholder satisfaction, and contribute to long-term sustainability. Despite this potential, there is limited empirical research on how Zambian universities conceptualize and operationalize QA as a business strategy. The absence of this knowledge hinders policy development and institutional reform aimed at enhancing the strategic role of QA in higher education.
Moreover, there is a lack of qualitative evidence capturing the lived experiences, perspectives, and strategic intentions of university leaders, QA managers, and academic staff regarding how QA strategies shape institutional progress. Without such insights, it becomes difficult to assess whether QA is being leveraged to its full strategic potential or merely fulfilling a checklist function.
[bookmark: _Hlk189666458]Currently, literature on quality assurance in higher education is wide-ranging however literature aimed at addressing the strategic use of QA as a tool for business development and competitive positioning within HEIs is limited. There is a gap relating to clear frameworks guiding institutions on how to leverage QA for perceived strategic goals, such as reputation/brand management, student satisfaction, stakeholder satisfaction and financial growth. This study therefore, seeks to address this gap by exploring how QA can be utilized as a business strategy to strengthen HEIs’ market positioning and fulfil academic, professional  and financial objectives. The study also aims to contextualize the importance of quality assurance (QA) in higher education and its evolving role from a regulatory function to a strategic tool that can enhance institutional competitiveness.
[bookmark: _Toc201917441]Research Objectives and Questions
[bookmark: _Toc201917442]Research Aim and Objectives
Primarily, this research aims is to investigate the utilization of QA as a business strategy in higher education. The specific objectives of this study are to:
1. Examine the extent to which quality assurance practices are integrated/embedded into the strategic planning and management processes/frameworks of Zambian universities. What challenges and best practices can be recognized.
2. Explore the role of governance and management in the implementation of  QA with business strategy in HEIs.
3. Recommend a framework that HEIs can use in order to integrate QA processes into their strategic planning for improved institutional competitiveness.
[bookmark: _Toc201917443]Research Questions
1. To what extent are quality assurance practices integrated in the strategic planning processes? 

2. Does the strategic application of quality assurance influence institutional competitiveness, performance and sustainability?

3. What key challenges are universities encountering in the implementation of quality assurance as a business strategy?

4. What role does leadership and organizational culture play in advancing quality assurance as a strategic function?

5. What strategies can be adopted in order for QA to be sustainable and integrated in strategic planning?

[bookmark: _Toc201917444]Significance of the Study
This research is significant because it explores a paradigm shift in the role of QA, viewing it as an integral part of the institution’s strategic toolkit rather than a standalone function. By framing QA as a business strategy, this study will contribute to a more dynamic understanding of how HEIs can achieve sustainable growth and competitive advantage in a highly saturated market. The findings will provide practical insights for administrators, policymakers, and QA practitioners seeking to leverage quality processes in service of both academic excellence and strategic goals.




[bookmark: _Toc201917445]Structure of the Dissertation
The dissertation will be structured as follows:
Chapter 1: Introduction—provides background, rationale, and an overview of the research.

Chapter 2: Literature Review—discusses the theoretical foundations of QA and business strategy, and examines relevant studies on their intersection in HEIs.

Chapter 3: Conceptual and Theoretical Framework

Chapter 4:Research Methodology (research design, data collection, and analysis methods).

Chapter 5: Findings and Analysis—presents and analyzes the results in the context of the research objectives.

Chapter 6: Discussion and Conclusion—summarizes findings, discusses. 










[bookmark: _Toc201917446]Chapter Two: Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc201917447]Introduction
Various factors both internal and external have influenced the evolution of QA. Internally, they has been a recognition by HEIs to improve their operational efficiencies and client satisfaction. Externally, there has been a rise of global rankings,  regulatory demands such as licensing and accreditation (Stensaker, 2007). Additionally, higher education has increasingly become market-oriented and this increase has led to QA has gaining prominence as a strategic response to external pressures, such as market competition and regulatory demands. Studies have indicated the challenges and opportunities HEIs face when adapting to a market-driven environment (Mok, 2005). For example, Altbach et al. (2009) suggest that global rankings exert significant influence on how institutions structure their QA systems, as they aim to attract students by demonstrating quality, employability, and global relevance.
Consequently, QA which was viewed as a standalone administrative process has begun to be viewed as as a fundamental component of HEIs strategy (Beerkens, 2018). In the Zambian higher education context, HEIs are faced with various challenges and integration of QA into a business strategies is slowly being seen as essential for higher education development (Zimba, 2015). In this regard, this literature review explores the global evolution of quality assurance, examines its role as a business strategy, and then focuses on the specific challenges and opportunities within Zambian higher education.
[bookmark: _Toc201917448]Quality Assurance in Higher Education: Global Perspectives 
QA methodologies have emerged in response to the worldwide trend toward responsibility, performance measurement, and value for money in higher education. Originally propelled by external regulation and accreditation criteria (Materu, 2021), quality assurance has come to be seen more and more as an internal governance instrument improving institutional performance
Although national QA organizations like Zambia's Higher Education Authority (HEA) have formalized quality procedures in Sub-Saharan Africa, capacity, leadership, and congruence with institutional goals present challenges. (Nguyen et al. , 2020; Chikumba et al. , 2022). Rather than acting aggressively, many regional universities have adopted QA systems as compliance drills rather than tools for strategic benefit.
Globally, quality assurance frameworks in higher education have undergone significant transformation. Initially and traditionally, Quality assurance (QA) in higher education has been viewed either as a “mandatory evil” brought about by various conventions or as a mechanism to ensure compliance with academic standards and regulatory requirements (Harvey & Green, 1993). However, over the past few decades, studies indicate that QA has evolved into being perceived as a strategic tool that can enhance HEI reputation and perception, drive institutional competitiveness and improve operational efficiency (Anderson, 2002). 
An understanding of the earlier models indicate that QA was primarily a compliance-based activity, emphasizing on accreditation and periodic assessments (Harvey & Green, 1993). Over time, various principles and continuous improvement emerged. These models such as the Total Quality Management (TQM) principles and Deming’s Plan-Do-Check-Act (PDCA) cycle respectively, shifted the focus from compliance based to enhancing and promoting overall institutional performance (Deming, 1986; Oakland, 2014). 
[bookmark: _Toc201917449]The Role of QA in Business Strategy
Emerging literature highlights how QA should be shifted from a procedural duty to a fundamental component of institutional policy (Harvey and Stensaker, 2022). QA helps to achieve strategic goals like bettering teaching quality, improving student experience, and increasing institutional identity when properly integrated (Alzafari and Ursin, 2019). Institutions that internalize QA as part of their planning and decision-making processes are better able to respond to market demands and policy changes. 
Literature places an emphasis on the link between QA processes and business strategy. It has been identified that an implementation of QA processes shows positive improvements in both institutional reputation and student outcomes. It can then be said that a robust QA system supports HEIs maintain high standards of teaching, research, and student support services, which directly has an impact on reputation. Further studies by Dill (2000) and Tam (2001) strongly suggest that HEIs that tend to perform better using various parameters such as global rankings, employability and innovation have strong QA systems and enjoy about an HEI which further impacts its financial growth. Institutions with built-in QA systems, for example, Teeroovengadum and Sabzian (2021) claim to have greater stakeholder engagement and are more likely to generate creative programs and sustainable funding sources. This suggests a reciprocal relationship: not only does strategy guide QA, but QA can also drive strategic orientation.
The association between QA and student outcomes is also noteworthy. An efficient QA system ensures that curricula, assessments, and support services are regularly reviewed and updated, contributing to improved educational experiences and student satisfaction (Harvey & Newton, 2004). According to Cheng and Tam (1997), QA practices can promote higher graduation rates, better employability, and stronger academic performance, as they help align educational practices with industry needs.
Another notable factor is that of increased global student mobility. This factor has made it crucial for institutions to adhere to internationally recognized standards in an effort to position themselves as leaders in quality (Knight, 2011). By aligning QA processes with market needs, HEIs can strengthen their appeal to international students and various stakeholders. The work of Marginson (2006) further supports this idea, arguing that quality assurance must be adaptive and responsive to shifting market demands, particularly in fields such as technology, where educational trends rapidly evolve.
[bookmark: _Toc201917450]Quality Assurance as a Business Strategy
As noted above, the evolution of QA from primarily being a mechanism tool to a tool that improves institutional competitiveness, financial stability, and market presence aligns with aligns with traditional business strategy theories, such as Porter’s Competitive Advantage, which argue that institutions can achieve a unique position in the market through cost leadership, differentiation – offering unique, superior attributes and, and focused services – concentrating on a niche market can enhance market positioning (Porter, 1985). 
By embedding QA into their strategic planning, universities can improve academic outcomes, financial sustainability, and stakeholder satisfaction (Swan & Shufflebarger, 2002).Recent studies have highlighted that QA can indeed be leveraged as a strategic resource. The Resource-Based View (RBV) theory posits that organizations can gain competitive advantage by leveraging unique internal resources. Notably, quality assurance systems are valuable, rare, and inimitable assets that can and are contributing to an institution’s competitive advantage (Barney, 1991). 
Recent studies underscore the potential for QA to serve as a business strategy by enhancing an institution’s brand and attracting top talent (Vidovich & Slee, 2001). For instance, Filippakou and Tapper (2008) argue that QA is a means of building trust with stakeholders by ensuring that academic programs meet the rigorous standards of excellence required in competitive job markets. HEIs that successfully integrate QA within their strategic planning are better positioned to achieve sustainable growth and gain a competitive advantage (Jongbloed, 2003).
These business strategies do not only offer a theoretical side of the integration of QA into institutional planning but also present a practical guide on the implementation of integrating QA into strategic planning. Not only do they suggest that QA is necessary but indicate that HEIs can take this perceived regulatory obligation and compliance into into a dynamic component of institutional growth and competitiveness (Etzkowitz & Leydesdorff, 2000; Kaplan & Norton, 1996).
Institutional Outcomes Affected by Quality Assurance 
Institutional results relate to a spectrum of organizational advantages including financial sustainability, reputation, employability of grads, student happiness, and academic performance. The literature increasingly stresses how QA impacts the following domains:
1. Student Outcomes: Enhanced learning results and pleasure have been related with quality assurance systems including curriculum review, teaching evaluations, and student feedback loops (Dirisu et al, 2022). 
2. Graduate Employability: Well-aligned QA systems have aided institutions in the African context create market-relevant programs, thereby boosting graduate competitiveness (Luescher-Mamashela and Mugume, 2018). 
3. Institutional Reputation and Ranking: Institutions with regular QA records are more likely to draw foreign collaborations, finance, and excellent faculty (World Bank, 2021). 
QA's connection with these results, however, is not obvious. QA's transformational capacity is only realized when it is linked to institutional vision, culture, and leadership commitment, as (Kamba and Simui 2023) observe.
The Zambian Context
In Zambia, quality assurance in higher education is still developing. Although the HEA has established frameworks and audits, many universities—especially private ones—struggle with financial restrictions, personnel, and alignment between QA and strategic objectives (Simui et al, 2022). Furthermore, there is a conflict between the expectations for regulation and the actual circumstances institutions confront. 
Gaps in how university leaders see QA have been found in recent research (Nkhoma, 2021; Muleya and Simui, 2023). Although strategic plans include "quality," few schools show how QA guides decisions on human resource development, curriculum revision, or budgeting. This difference emphasizes the need of a more thorough knowledge of how QA is strategically integrated within Zambian colleges.
[bookmark: _Toc201917451]Challenges and Opportunities 
Despite the highlighted benefits, integrating QA as a business strategy within HEIs does come with some challenges of its own. The literature identifies some hurdles, which include cultural and institutional resistance, resource limitations, and the potential misalignment of academic values with business-oriented objectives (Ewell, 2010). Many QA initiatives are viewed by staff as an administrative burden that detracts from their primary teaching and research focus (Newton, 2002). In line with cultural and institutional resistance, resistance to change in most environments is common, particularly when QA initiatives are seen as top-down mandates rather than collaborative efforts (Chansa, 2012). As Sporn (1999) notes, fostering a culture that views QA as a strategic asset requires institutional leaders to be QA champions who are actively involved in emphasizing the value of quality in achieving academic and financial success. 
Another challenge is the financial and administrative burden of implementing and sustaining QA systems, particularly for smaller institutions with limited resources (Stensaker & Harvey, 2011). Consistent implementation of QA processes necessitates investment in training, technology, infrastructure, training and professional development to equip staff which requires resources and limited funding /unintentional budgeting can restrict the scope and depth of QA processes, thus making it a challenging (Mumba, 2010). This issue is compounded by the need to balance regulatory compliance with long-term strategic goals. According to Rosa et al. (2012), the effectiveness of QA in HEIs depends on the alignment of quality standards with the institution’s unique mission and goals.
[bookmark: _Toc201917452]Gaps in the Literature
No doubt extensive research has been conducted on QA in higher education globally, however, a notable gap exists in the literature specifically addressing its role as a business strategy in the higher education and particularly in the context of Zambian. Most studies focus on quality assurance activities such as accreditations, assessments and regulatory aspects, rather than strategic integration. Moreover, empirical evidence on how business strategy concepts such as competitive strategies, Total Quality management and the resource based view is limited. This study aims to contribute by providing a comprehensive analysis of QA as a strategic tool, drawing on both quantitative and qualitative data to offer actionable insights for policymakers and institutional leaders. 
[bookmark: _Toc201917453]Conclusion
In addition to examining pertinent business strategy principles and the current status of quality assurance in Zambian higher education, this literature review has traced the development of QA from a compliance based mechanism to a strategic business tool. The analysis emphasises the necessity of an integrated strategy that uses QA to gain a competitive edge, improve operational effectiveness, and raise academic quality by pointing out both possibilities and obstacles. The results of this review serve as the theoretical underpinnings of the research and direct the empirical analysis that follows into the best ways to apply quality assurance as a business strategy in Zambia's higher education. 
[bookmark: _Toc201917454]Theoretical and Conceptual Framework
This section provides the theoretical and conceptual foundation underpinning the study. It provides a framework that integrates multiple contemporary theories that advocate that quality assurance (QA), when treated as a strategic management function, can influence and affect institutional outcomes such as financial sustainability, institutional reputation, student satisfaction, and graduate employability. The framework supports the interpretive qualitative approach adopted in this study, helping structure data collection, analysis, and interpretation.
[bookmark: _Toc201917455]Theoretical Framework
[bookmark: _Toc201917456]Introduction
The integration of quality assurance (QA) as a strategic business tool in Zambian higher education institutions may be examined via the conceptual lens provided by this theoretical framework. The Total Quality Management (TQM), the Resource-Based View (RBV), Competitive Strategies, and the dynamic capabilities theory are the four interrelated theoretical perspectives upon which this study is based on. Together, these theories provide a thorough framework through which quality assurance (QA) is viewed as a strategic tool that promotes competitive advantage, operational effectiveness, and ongoing development rather than just as a compliance mechanism.
[bookmark: _Toc201917457]Competitive Strategies
Porter’s (1985) framework on competitive strategies posits that organizations achieve competitive advantage by pursuing strategies approaches namely; differentiation, cost leadership, and focus. In university education these strategies can be applied as follows;
1. [bookmark: _Toc201917458]Differentiation in Higher Education
Differentiation refers to the creation of unique offerings that then distinguishes an institution from its competitors, in relation to an HEI, this would mean promote and excel in research, offer unique programs or build a strong reputation around specific disciplines. For instance, institutions such as MIT have differentiate being excelling in research an innovation and exclusive global networks, Harvard Business school also differentiations by offering unique curricula, resources and networking opportunities. Differentiation for the above-mentioned institutions has had a positive effect on their institutional outcomes. However, creating a unique brand and identity in a crowded market poses as a challenge and requires significant investment in staff, infrastructure and planning. 
In the context of Zambian higher education, institutions can leverage QA practices to differentiate themselves in a competitive market. By integrating robust QA systems, universities can enhance their academic reputation, improve student satisfaction, and ultimately attract more students and funding. This strategic differentiation is crucial in a rapidly evolving educational environment where stakeholders demand excellence and innovation.
2. [bookmark: _Toc201917459]Cost Leadership Strategy
Cost Leadership in this context would refer to universities offering their services at a lower cost than their competitors. This could appeal to a large pool of potential students. To achieve this, some HEIs have adopted and incorporated the open and distance learning mode to lower operational expenses such as infrastructure costs. However, this strategy must be balanced and not compromise the quality of education being offered as this might cause an impact on the brand and reputation. After the covid-19 pandemic, an increase in eLearning and blended learning was noted (State of Higher Education Report, 2021) this in Zambia appeared as an eye opener for most HEIs on how they could use this mode to leverage costs and maintain quality. 
3. [bookmark: _Toc201917460]Focus Strategy
The focus strategy refers to concentrating on a specific market such as specialization in specific fields or developing programs for a specific student demographics. HEIs using this strategy can create a brand around their niche and stand out amongst their competitors.  Although this strategy can build a loyal student base, it can limit the market reach and any change to an HEI’s area of niche could render the HEI vulnerable. Additionally, growth/expansion with such a strategy can sometimes be limiting. 
This theory will be applied to analyze how universities in Zambia use QA to strategically differentiate themselves in a competitive higher education market. The study will explore how institutions align QA activities with broader goals such as attracting students, improving employability, and enhancing institutional branding.
[bookmark: _Toc201917461]Resource-Based View (RBV)
The RBV (Barney, 1991) argues that resources that are valuable, rare, inimitable, and non-substitutable (VRIN) form the basis for sustainable competitive advantage. Within this framework, quality assurance systems are conceptualized as critical strategic resources. Investment in QA processes—such as accreditation procedures, performance monitoring, and continuous improvement initiatives—can be seen as building blocks for institutional excellence. Core resources in higher education according to this resource could be this framework would include:
1. Staffing
A university that invests in the development of staff enhances their quality in teaching, research and academic reputation. Quality staff contribute to research output, attracting of students and ultimately an institution’s reputation. 
In Zambian higher education, where resource constraints are a common challenge, effectively managing these QA systems enables institutions to maximize their existing resources and achieve superior outcomes compared to competitors.
2. Research Output and Innovation 
Capabilities in research and innovation set institutions apart. Integrating them in curriculum and pedagogy is vital. Institutions can use their output to maintain a competitive position which allows them to partner with government and industry. This also attracts high caliber students and staff. 
3. Reputation and brand Equity
HEIs can capitalize on their strong brands to differentiate themselves. An institutions reputation and brand are valuable resources that can attract staff and students. Additionally, strong brands can command higher service charges and attract funding and global partnerships. 
4. Physical and technological infrastructure 
In this digital era, institutions can invest in advanced technology which can serve as a competitive source. In this way, HEIs can differentiate themselves by offering unique leaning and research opportunities. 
5. Alumni Network
A best referral is said to be by word of mouth from one who had experience; therefore, a strong alumni network is a unique resource that can enhance an institution’s prestige and open doors for current students will attract potential students. 
RBV will help assess how QA structures and processes—such as academic audits, program reviews, and QA units—are perceived as strategic resources. Data from institutional documents and interviews will be analyzed to understand how these QA-related resources are developed, managed, and leveraged to enhance performance.
[bookmark: _Toc201917462]Total Quality Management (TQM)
TQM emphasizes a holistic, continuous improvement approach that involves every aspect of an organization. It is grounded on the principles of customer focus, continuous improvement, employee involvement and process orientation. Rooted in Deming’s PDCA (Plan-Do-Check-Act) cycle (Deming, 1986) and further refined in the literature (Oakland, 2019), TQM focuses on process optimization, stakeholder involvement, and data-driven decision-making. For higher education institutions in Zambia, adopting TQM principles means embedding quality assurance into daily operations—from curriculum development to administrative processes. This not only ensures compliance with external standards but also fosters a culture of continuous improvement that can lead to enhanced teaching, research, and overall service delivery.
The Deming’s PDCA cycle is one of the foundational models of TQM. It is an iterative four step process which serves as a problem-solving methodology, which are;
Plan - assess and identify areas that need improvement. After the identification, define your objectives and follow up with an action plan.
Do – apply the action plan as intended.
Check – monitor the plan, collate and collect data, evaluate the findings against expectations and record your outcomes.
Act – According to the evaluation, standardize and implement the successful changes, for further improvement initiate another cycle.

The PDCA cycle embodies the core philosophy of TQM—continuous, data-driven enhancement of systems and processes. It allows institutions to operationalize quality improvement initiatives methodically and fosters a culture of learning, reflection, and adaptation. In universities, the PDCA model supports academic program reviews, curriculum development, and student feedback systems.
[bookmark: _Toc201917463]Dynamic Capabilities Theory
Dynamic Capabilities Theory extends the Resource-Based View by emphasizing an organization’s capacity to integrate, build, and reconfigure internal and external competencies in response to rapidly changing environments. The theory is based on three core components:
1. Sensing: The ability to identify and assess opportunities and threats in the environment.
2. Seizing: The capacity to mobilize resources to capture value from opportunities.
3. Transforming: The ability to continuously renew and realign internal processes, structures, and assets to maintain competitiveness.
The study uses Dynamic Capabilities Theory to look at how Zambian universities respond to changes in higher education. Policy shifts, student expectations, accreditation rules along with new technology change higher education. The study shows how universities use quality assurance to keep standards; they also use it to change how they do academic and administrative work when conditions change.
Through interviews and by looking at documents, the study will find out how universities find internal plus external issues about quality. The universities then take strategic chances, like starting new academic programs or forming partnerships. They also change their quality assurance systems to fit. This way of thinking helps investigate how quality assurance acts as a pliable, developing tool for institutional endurance and new ideas.
[bookmark: _Toc201917464]Conceptual Framework
Introduction
The conceptual framework provides a model of the hypothesized relationship between the core constructs of the study. It illustrates how quality assurance, as a business strategy, is expected to influence institutional outcomes in Zambian universities. This framework is informed by the theoretical underpinnings discussed earlier and guides both the design and interpretation of the research. The framework clearly distinguishes the independent and dependent variables and illustrates the mediating role of strategic integration.

Key Constructs:
1. Quality Assurance 
Quality assurance in higher education refers to a systematic process of monitoring, evaluating, and enhancing the quality of institutional practices in teaching, learning, research and administration. It includes the development and implementation of standards and guidelines, procedures and processes, that ensure continuous improvement, stakeholder satisfaction, accountability, and academic integrity (Harvey & Green, 1993; Materu, 2007). It encompasses both internal quality assurance (IQA) and external quality assurance (EQA). IQA refers to mechanisms such as self-assessments, peer reviews, and internal audits while EQA refers to mechanisms such as registration, accreditation and regulatory compliance.

2. Business Strategy
This refers to the set of coordinated decisions and actions that institutions implement in an effort to achieve long-term goals and attain competitive advantage. In the context of this study, business strategy involves the deliberate integration and alignment of QA practices into strategic planning, resource management, policy formulation, and performance measurement to create differentiation, improve effectiveness, and enhance institutional value (Porter, 1985; Mintzberg et al., 2005).

3. Quality Assurance as a Business Strategy
This refers to the intentional and systematic integration of quality principles to operational and strategic planning. It includes frameworks, standards, and management systems that are designed to enhance a QA culture, accountability, performance, and competitiveness (OECD, 2008; Cheng & Tam, 1997). This construct encompasses various processes such as curriculum reviews, self-assessments, external accreditation, stakeholder feedback systems, and performance metrics that align academic and administrative activities with institutional objectives.

4. Strategic Alignment
The integration of QA into strategic planning, resource allocation, and policy development to ensure that quality-related initiatives support the institution’s mission and vision (Venkatraman & Henderson, 1993).

5. Institutional Outcomes
Institutional outcomes refer to the effects of university operations influenced by QA practices. Institutional outcomes include but not limited to research output, internationally recognized students, graduate employability, stakeholder satisfaction, sustainability, and institutional reputation (Jongbloed et al., 2008; Brennan & Shah, 2000).
From the above key constraints, the following are derived;
Independent Variable - Quality Assurance processes (e.g., accreditations, institutional audits, feedback mechanisms, continuous improvement systems, monitoring and evaluation).
Mediating Variable - Business Strategic Alignment (e.g., integration and alignment of QA into institutional planning, vision and mission).
Dependent Variable - Institutional Outcomes (e.g., research output, internationally recognized students, graduate employability, stakeholder satisfaction, sustainability, and institutional reputation).
The conceptual framework below enables a multidimensional understanding of QA. It affirms that the theories are not in isolation but feed into each other. The TQM frames QA as an establishment of institutional culture that enables continuous improvement and operational excellence. This theory then develops the unique valuable internal resources and capabilities. These capabilities can be used to position the university competitively using porters’ strategic theories which can ultimately allow for rapid strategic identification and adjustments aligned with the dynamic capabilities’ theory.

Figure 1: Conceptual Framework
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The comprehensive theoretical and conceptual foundation adopted by the study allows for a combination of traditional quality improvement concepts with modern strategic management theory. This multi-theory approach deepens the study’s capacity to explore how quality assurance, beyond regulatory compliance, can be used to drive strategic institutional success in Zambian universities. Each theory will inform both the design of data collection tools (e.g., interview questions, questionnaire) and the interpretation of findings.
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This chapter outlines the research methodology used to examine the study “exploring how quality assurance as a business strategy shapes institutional outcomes in zambian universities.” It highlights the research approach, target population, data collection methods, and research paradigm. The study will aim for a deeper exploration of the role of quality assurance beyond compliance, viewing it as a strategic business tool.
[bookmark: _Toc201917468]Research Paradigm
For this study, the overarching research paradigm is interpretivism. This paradigm is particularly well-suited for the research approach because it emphasizes the understanding of social phenomena through the subjective experiences of individuals. The interpretivist lens enables the exploration of how university stakeholders perceive, implement, and experience QA as a strategic function. It recognizes multiple realities and focuses on meaning-making through dialogue and interpretation (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
This approach will ensure that insights, perceptions and experiences of various stakeholders in higher education are captured. The qualitative approach captures in-depth insights into the perceptions and experiences of stakeholders in higher education. 
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To investigate the role of quality assurance as a business strategy in higher education, this study will adopt a descriptive and exploratory research design to allow for a comprehensive understanding. The descriptive aspect focuses on observing and summarizing key practices in quality assurance, while the exploratory approach seeks to uncover new patterns or relationships between quality assurance practices and institutional outcomes.
The study adopts a qualitative research approach, which is appropriate for exploring complex processes and human perspectives. It facilitates in-depth inquiry into how QA is embedded in strategic planning and how it influences institutional outcomes such as academic quality, stakeholder satisfaction, and competitiveness. Qualitative methods support the inductive development of themes grounded in participants’ lived experiences (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
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In order to enable comparison across selected universities, a multiple case study design will be employed. This will enhance the depth and richness of insights for the study. The case study approach is particularly suitable for investigating phenomena within their real-life context and allows for the triangulation of data from various sources (Yin, 2018). Each university serves as a bounded case within the larger Zambian higher education system.
[bookmark: _Toc201917471]Population and Sampling
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The target population will consist of higher education players and stakeholders such as quality assurance personnel, quality assurance practitioners, principal officers of HEIs, academic staff, students and industry. This target population consists of individuals with direct experience or authority in quality assurance and strategic planning in Zambian higher education. These are individuals who can provide in-depth, contextual insights on the integration of QA into university strategy.
The table below illustrates the key groups involved and their role in the study.
Table 1:Target Groups
	Category
	Purpose 

	University administrators (Vice Chancellors, Deputy VCs, Registrars)
	Directors of Strategy/Planning

	Quality assurance officers/Director

	Individuals overseeing QA implementation

	Deans and Heads of Departments
	Responsible for operationalizing QA in academic units

	Higher Education Authority (HEA) officials

	Policy and oversight perspectives


[bookmark: _Toc201917473]Sampling
The sampling method employed will be the stratified purposive sampling technique. This will be used to ensure that representation across relevant subgroups is achieved by deliberately selecting participants who are knowledgeable about QA and directly involved in its process. This technique will also ensure representation across the various types of HEIs (public and private, as well as across different functional roles (QA practitioner, principal officer, academic staff and students)
Sample size will be determined based on the principle of data saturation, where additional interviews yield no new insights. Tentatively, the study will include 6 to 8 universities (both public and private) 2 to 3 participants per university (administrators, QA coordinators, academic staff). Thus, the total sample is expected to include 12 to 24 participants. This sample size is consistent with qualitative research best practices, where data saturation rather than statistical representativeness determines adequacy (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Guest, Bunce, & Johnson, 2006).
The table below illustrates the key groups involved and their role in the study.
Table 2: Proposed Institutional Sampling Table
	Institution
	Type
	Planned Participants

	University of Zambia 
	Public
	QA Officer, Faculty Head,  Administrator

	Cavendish University 
	Private
	QA Officer, Faculty Head,  Administrator

	Kapasa Makasa University
	Public
	QA Officer, Faculty Head,  Administrator

	Mukuba University
	Public
	QA Officer, Faculty Head,  Administrator

	Zambia Open University
	Private
	QA Officer, Faculty Head,  Administrator

	University of Lusaka
	Private
	QA Officer, Faculty Head,  Administrator

	
	
	

	Higher Education Authority
	Regulatory Body
	3 Quality Assurance Practitioners

	Total Interviews 
	21 Participants


For a robust thematic analysis, the yield of 21 participants is acceptable across seven (7) HEIs.  This is sync with concept of data saturation (Guest, Bunce & Johnson, 2006).
Table 3: Sample Size Justification
	Criteria
	Justification

	Saturation goal
	Estimated at 15–20 participants, based on thematic repetition in small studies

	Participant relevance
	Individuals directly engaged in strategy, QA processes and implementation

	Institutional diversity
	Covers both public/private, large/small institutions and old/new institutions to ensure variation

	Role diversity
	Includes QA officers, deans, administrators, and regulators who are key to this process

	Feasibility
	Achievable within academic timelines and resource constraints



[bookmark: _Toc201917474]Data Collection and Analysis Methods
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Collection of data will involve both the Data primary and secondary methods. Primary data collection will involve distribution of a structured questionnaire. Semi structured interviews with higher education principal officers will be conducted in order to gather insights on the implementation of quality assurance strategies and their effectiveness/impact. This method allows flexibility while ensuring that critical themes are addressed. Interview guides will cover areas such as QA frameworks, alignment with strategy, and observed institutional outcomes. Secondary Data Collection will look at policy frameworks available, institutional audit reports and any resources that could support data triangulation. In this study, the time horizon is cross-sectional. This will indicate that data will be collected at a single point in time rather than over an extended period.
[bookmark: _Toc201917476]Data Analysis Procedures
Data collected from the interviews and document reviews were analyzed using thematic analysis. This widely recognized method in qualitative research allowed for the identification, analysis, and interpretation of patterns or themes within textual data (Braun & Clarke, 2022). In an effort to explore participants’ diverse perspectives on the integration of quality assurance into strategic institutional planning and processes, this approach was deemed particularly appropriate for this study as it provided the flexibility needed.
To gather narrative information, participants who could not attend in-person or online interviews were asked to complete an open-ended questionnaire. The study also conducted interviews and document reviews. The same approach used for the replies from these questionnaires was used for the thematic analysis of the interview transcripts. Each finished questionnaire was read numerous times to become familiar with it in line with the inductive analytic approach of the study, and relevant areas were coded. Using NVivo program, the thematic coding of the survey's textual material was blended with the interview data. The replies were next classified under themes emerging from parallels in meaning and significance to the research questions. The research could gather several perspectives on quality assurance as a business strategy because this method ensured consistent data processing. The findings from the survey improved the thematic groupings. but also provided corroborative evidence that enhanced the trustworthiness of the findings.
Following the completion of data collection and initial coding was completed, similar or related codes were grouped together into broader categories. This process led to the identification of emerging themes, which were then refined through a process of constant comparison—both within and across cases. As suggested by Nowell et al. (2017), this iterative review ensured that themes accurately reflected the dataset and were both distinct and coherent. The themes were then clearly defined and named in a manner that captured the underlying meaning and relevance to the study's objectives.
Thematic analysis, as developed by Braun and Clarke (2006, 2022), was the central method used for analyzing the qualitative data in this study. Their six-phase framework offers a systematic yet flexible approach to analyzing textual data, making it especially suitable for exploratory studies such as this one. Each of the six phases was followed rigorously to ensure a thorough, reliable, and reflective process of theme development.
The first phase, familiarization with the data, involved immersing in the raw data by reading and re-reading the interview transcripts and document notes. During this phase, initial ideas and patterns were noted. This step is critical in qualitative analysis as it allows the researcher to begin forming connections and insights prior to formal coding.
The second phase consisted of generating initial codes. In this study, the researcher developed both semantic and interpretive codes that captured the essence of key statements, experiences, and perceptions shared by participants. Codes were data-driven and developed inductively without the imposition of a priori categories. NVivo software was used to assist in managing and organizing the codes systematically.
The third phase, searching for themes, involved organizing the codes into broader patterns and clusters. Here, the researcher grouped related codes together to form potential themes that represented key aspects of the research questions. For example, codes related to internal audits, feedback loops, and performance tracking were clustered under a potential theme of "Strategic Integration of QA."
In the fourth phase, reviewing themes, the candidate themes were refined and examined for coherence and distinction. This stage involved reviewing the themes in relation to both the coded data extracts and the full data set to ensure they accurately reflected the narratives and experiences of participants. Some themes were merged, others redefined, and a few discarded when found to be too weak or inconsistent.
The fifth phase, defining and naming themes, entailed refining the specifics of each theme, identifying the "story" each theme told, and determining how it fit into the broader narrative of the study. Themes were clearly defined in terms of their scope and focus, and were given concise, meaningful names that captured their essence.
Finally, in the sixth phase, producing the report, the finalized themes were put together into a coherent analytical narrative. This involved selecting vivid, compelling quotes from participants that exemplified each theme, interpreting their meaning within the study’s theoretical framework, and connecting them to the overarching research questions and literature.
This six-phase process ensured a transparent and rigorous analytical approach that not only preserved the voices of the participants but also allowed for deeper insights into the ways in which quality assurance functions as a business strategy within Zambian universities.
Themes were developed inductively, meaning that they were derived directly from the data rather than imposed through pre-existing theoretical constructs. However, interpretation of the findings was informed by the study’s theoretical framework, including Total Quality Management (TQM), the Resource-Based View (RBV), Porter’s Competitive Strategies, and Dynamic Capabilities Theory. This alignment allowed for a deeper understanding of how internal processes, strategic positioning, and institutional resources contributed to quality-related outcomes.
Both explicitly stated information and underlying meanings or assumptions were analyzed to ensure that the depth and complexity of participants’ experiences were captured. Patterns in participant responses were further examined in relation to institutional documents such as QA policies, strategic plans, and audit reports, thereby enhancing trustworthiness through data triangulation (Patton, 2015).
In sum, the thematic analysis process allowed the study to uncover rich, nuanced insights into how quality assurance, when operationalized as a business strategy, influenced institutional performance in diverse university settings across Zambia.
[bookmark: _Toc201917477]Ethical Considerations
The study protocol was reviewed and approved by ZCAS University and in an effort to address the ethics issues whilst ensuring the quality and integrity of the research. The following principles where be adhered to:
i. Informed consent will be sort from the participants and will be collected in a legal manner. you will seek informed consent;
ii. Confidentiality will be held in high esteem and will aim to protect any information provided by participants. you will ensure that your participants will participate in your study voluntarily;
iii. This study will ensure that it is truthful and the purpose of the study is clearly explained.
iv. Participants will voluntarily take part in this study you will avoid harm to your participants; and
v. This study will aim to you can show impartiality and independency. 

8. Limitations of the Methodology
i. Sample Size: The results may be limited by the size and diversity of the sample, which could affect generalizability.
ii. Response Bias: Participants may provide socially desirable responses, which could skew the findings.
iii. Time Constraints: The data collection and analysis phases were subject to time limitations, potentially affecting the depth of exploration.
By employing this research methodology, the study ensured a systematic, ethical, and rigorous approach to understanding how quality assurance can be leveraged as a business strategy in higher education whilst addressing potential challenges effectively.
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[bookmark: _Toc201917479]Presentation of Findings
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This chapter presents the findings of the study, which investigated how the implementation of quality assurance (QA) as a business strategy influences institutional outcomes in Zambian universities. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews, open-ended questionnaires, and document analysis from six universities (three public and three private). Thematic analysis, based on Braun and Clarke’s six-phase framework (2006, 2022), was employed to analyze the data. This chapter is organized thematically and includes excerpts from participants, these excerpts preserve the authenticity of their experiences and support the interpretation of findings.
[bookmark: _Toc201917481]Description of Study Participants
The study was undertaken by 16 participants who represented 76% of the required sample population. The participants included quality assurance officers/directors, administrators (vice deputy vice chancellor, registrars, faculty deans) and quality assurance practitioners. These participants were directly involved in institutional planning and or implementation of QA processes. The universities were purposefully selected to ensure variation in institutional type, institutional establishment and institutional population. rich insights were provided by the participants and were based on their respective roles in the institution, professional experiences institutional roles and their engagement with strategic QA practices.
[bookmark: _Toc201917482]Emergent Themes and Subthemes
Data collected was analyzed using the thematic analysis method, this resulted in four major themes and a set of interrelated subthemes. These themes reflect the ways in which QA processes and practices are perceived, developed, implemented, and evaluated within the context of strategic institutional operation in Zambian universities.


Theme 1: Strategic Integration of QA into strategic planning frameworks
Participants indicated that not long ago QA processes were compliance-driven but are currently evolving to  being strategically embedded within institutional systems. Quality assurance was viewed as central to planning, resource allocation, and performance monitoring.
“When I joined this university about 6 years ago, quality assurance was something we did because we had to and because the regulator was adamant about it, but now, it is slowing finding itself at the center of how we plan, review performance, and even allocate resources.” - Participant QAQ_04.
Subthemes:
1. Strategic Plans and QA: Most institutions had embedded their QA priorities in their strategic plans but some are not so elaborate about its implementation.
2. Resource Allocation and QA: Most Findings from internal quality audits were not used to inform financial and administrative decisions as QA was seen to be financially draining.
3. Internal Accountability Structures: Most QA units do not directly reported to institutional leadership, highlighting the need to reaffirm their strategic relevance.
The document analysis also showed that QA was included in the strategic plans, and key performance indicators (KPIs) were aligned with quality outcomes.
Theme 2: QA as a Driver of Institutional Learning and Outcomes
Participants noted that efforts in applying quality assurance strategies were associated with measurable improvements in institutional performance, particularly in programme quality, compliance expectations, stakeholder confidence, and institutional visibility.
“Based on stakeholder feedback and market demands, we regularly develop and  review our programs systematically. This resulted in improved enrolments. It’s simply about continuous alignment with what the market wants.” - Participant QAQ_02.
It was also recognized that quality assurance was now not seen as just an evaluative process, but a mechanism for fostering continuous institutional learning and transformation which could potentially influence institutional outcomes. Most of the participants described QA as a tool that fostered reflection, innovation, and adaptive change.
“The assessment and audit process opens our eyes to so many issues we couldn’t have realized. The process allows us to identify gaps we didn’t see and this identification enables us to develop action plans in order to improve or curb certain vices. It’s become part of how we learn as an institution.” - Participant QAQ_01
Subthemes:
1. Curriculum Relevance and QA: conducting periodic programme reviews in line with QA reviews showed improvements in teaching methodologies and incorporation of new knowledge.
2. Accreditation and QA: It was observed that audit reports that were positive enhanced institutional credibility with regulators, stakeholders and funders.
3. Feedback Mechanisms for Improvement: QA-led feedback mechanisms contributed to better teaching, support services, and student engagement. This necessitated the creation of systematic avenues for self-assessment and evidence-based decision.
Clearly, the findings indicated that QA, when viewed and implemented strategically, supports both internal development and external positioning. This theme was in sync with the dynamic capabilities theory, wherein wherein institutions adapt and evolve through learning mechanisms embedded in QA systems
Theme 3: Challenges and Barriers in Strategic QA Implementation
Despite the evident benefits, participants acknowledged several barriers that hindered the strategic implementation of QA in their institutions. These challenges primarily stemmed from structural, financial, and cultural factors.
“Not until most recent, staff saw QA as a cosmetic unit rather than a core unit which acts as  an imposition and as suchinterrupts teaching rather than enhances it. Most people are not aware that QA is more of a cultural issue than a custom, we need to live and practice it”
 - Participant QAQ_11.
“Quality assurance is a very expensive process and is long term in nature, most leaders especially in the private sector have to cut down on costs in order to realize something, so they think, and quality assurance processes are sadly some of the first culprits and usually postponed to a later budget” - Participant QAQ_09.
Subthemes:
1. Financial Constraints: most of the budgets  are inadequate for the QA units/processes, thus limits the scope of audits, evaluation processes and any other related activities.
2. Cultural Resistance: Some academic staff, departments were reluctant to embrace QA, this is because it is seen to be an administrative overreach. As such, implementation is varied across faculties and inconsistence to QA standards and procedures is identified. 
3. Capacity Building: Audit feedback was used to initiate staff development programs and process improvements.
The challenges found highlight the need for investment in the QA systems for sustainable integration. There also is a need for capacity building, sensitization and awareness on QA and its systems. Further, there is a great need for institutional alignment, and leadership involvement.
Theme 4: Role of leadership in Strategic QA Implementation
Many participants acknowledged their leaders were aware of QA and its potential benefits. However, it all came down to a balance between cost and benefits seem to be at the center. The QA unit leadership was characterized by most heads of unit also holding onto another tentative position., i.e., registrar/dean/DVC also heading the QA unit in an effort to abide by regulatory requirement of “functional QA unit”.  
“Having occupied the role of heading the QA unit and also being registrar, I found it very difficult to accomplish many tasks as the QA tasks didn’t not seem very demanding and time bound as compared to the registrar role. But with time, I realized the institution was being robbed of QA mechanisms, this prompted me to advocate for an inclusion in the organization structure and operationalize the QA unit” - Participant QAQ_02.
“Development of QA systems and strategic planning at our institution is top heavy, mostly, it doesn’t not even involve lower ranking staff and hence most staff do not buy in the QA vision as it is an exclusive activity.”
Subthemes:
1. Inclusivity and QA: most participants noted that strategic planning was done in their institutions but wider consultations were not conducted, further, the development of QA systems seemed to be done at the highest level and documents handed over to the lower levels for implementation.
2. Leadership and management: Many institutions are developing QA units; however, they are in lower levels in the structure and therefore not sitting at the “table” of decisions. Further quality assurance cannot be headed by anyone without looking critically at he required expertise
[bookmark: _Toc201917483]Integration of Findings with Document Analysis
The findings from interviews and questionnaires were validated and enriched by insights drawn from institutional documents. Reviewed strategic plans from universities address quality assurance explicitly, in other strategic plans it is identified as a strategic pillar. Documents such as higher education reports, QA policies, institutional audit reports, and performance review templates revealed a trend toward QA formalization and adoption. However, disparities in implementation fidelity were also observed, particularly between public and private institutions, with the latter demonstrating greater responsiveness and agility in aligning QA with market demands and regulatory requirements. 
[bookmark: _Toc201917484]Summary of Key Findings
The findings suggest quality assurance when integrated strategically has significant noticeable implications for institutional performance. However, solely integrating it into strategic plans without embedding it into planning and operational frameworks, will not foster improved curriculum design, stakeholder confidence, and financial stability.  Therefore, it is key the integrating, implementation and monitoring go hand in hand.
The findings also reveal that strategic QA is constrained by various issues, the key issues noted include but are not limited to inadequate resources, lack of funding, inconsistent monitoring and implementation, resistance from academic actors and lack of a QA cultural vision. Nevertheless, where effort is applied and effectively executed, QA systems contribute not only to positive compliance  records but also promote competitive advantage, institutional reputation and institutional financial resilience.
Further, it was further discovered that quality assurance is still in its infancy stage in most of the universities and perceived to be a preserve of the ones in charge of quality assurance or the vice chancellor. However, the opposite is correct actually, QA is the preserve of every one in an institution, from the Chancellor to the student. It is a culture and hence should be embraced and understood by all. 
[bookmark: _Toc201917485]Discussion of Findings
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This section interprets and critically discusses the findings presented in section 4.1. The purpose is to contextualize how quality assurance (QA), when integrated as a business strategy, affects institutional outcomes in Zambian universities. The discussion draws on the earlier discussed theoretical framework consisting of Porter’s Competitive Strategies, Total Quality Management (TQM), the Resource-Based View (RBV) and Dynamic Capabilities Theory. These theories collectively provide insight into the strategic, operational, and competitive roles of quality assurance. The findings are also examined in alignment to current literature in the higher education space, quality assurance and strategic management.
[bookmark: _Toc201917487]Strategic Integration of Quality Assurance
One of the key findings of the study indicated an increase in the integration of QA into the strategic policies of universities. This indicates a shift from the traditional compliance-driven activity to a core planning pillar and performance function.
This shifts aligns with the Total Quality Management (TQM) theory. This theory promotes commitment to continuous quality improvement across all departments at an institutional level (Oakland, 2014). Institutions are aligning themselves to the TQM principle which emphasizes the need for quality to be the DNA of an institution. By embedding QA in mission statements, strategic and implementation frameworks, institutions are in alignment with this principle. 
The Resource-Based View (RBV) emphasizes on leveraging on internal assets for strategic gain. The theory promotes gaining competitive advantage by leveraging valuable, rare, inimitable, and non-substitutable (VRIN) resources (Barney, 2020). This underscores how QA function can save as a strategic resource to gain competitive advantage. In this study, QA systems were described as internal capabilities that enhanced planning, accountability, and institutional credibility. This translates that QA has become a tool for internal coordination and external legitimacy. This is in fulfilment of the RBV’s emphasis on leveraging internal assets for strategic gain.
These findings also mirror regional and international scholarship emphasizing the strategic potential of QA systems (Materu, 2007; Mohamedbhai, 2021), particularly in developing contexts where governance and resource optimization are critical.
[bookmark: _Toc201917488]Quality Assurance and Institutional Outcomes
Another key finding in this study was in relation to the perceived improvement in institutional outcomes such as increased student enrolments and satisfaction, improved curriculum relevance, stakeholder feedback and research output. Strategic integration of QA was linked to have been among the causes of this improvement. 
These reported institutional outcomes correspond with Porter’s Competitive Strategies, especially the strategy of differentiation. It was identified that some universities have been able to position themselves as high quality institutions by systematically applying QA to improve teaching, align programs with market needs, and responding to student and staff feedback. This has led to attraction of more students and partners. This strategic use of QA not only enhances internal performance but also builds the university’s market reputation  locally and internationally which has become topical and emerging issue globally.  
Moreover, the outcomes resonate with TQM’s goal of customer satisfaction (students, regulators, industry) and suggest that when QA drives institutional alignment with stakeholder expectations, its contribution is directly proportional to improved performance metrics.
The study’s findings also reflect the argument by Harvey and Williams (2010) that QA, when effectively implemented, can serve as a transformational force. This transformational force can enhance both academic standards and institutional competitiveness.
[bookmark: _Toc201917489]Quality Assurance and Organizational Learning
Promoting a culture of continuous improvement and institutional learning attributed to the role QA was another major finding of the study. Participants indicated that institutional audits, evaluations, and self-assessments when conducted correctly led to organizational reflection and re-positioning.
Asserting long-term competitiveness stems from an institution’s ability to identify changes, seize opportunities and transform practices (Teece, Peteraf, & Leih, 2016) is a Dynamic Capabilities Theory principle which aligns closely with this finding. Through QA-driven feedback mechanisms, staff capacity building, and evidence-based adjustments, universities in this study demonstrated to strive higher. QA, therefore, acted not just as a monitoring tool but as a catalyst for institutional agility and responsiveness.
This dimension is especially significant in the context of Zambian higher education context is characterized by this dimension, where universities face constant shifts in policy, funding, and stakeholder expectations. The study thus confirms literature suggesting that dynamic learning, embedded in structured QA systems, supports institutional resilience (Nguyen & Meek, 2015; Ssebuwufu et al., 2012).
[bookmark: _Toc201917490]Challenges and barriers to Strategic QA Implementation
A lot of gains were recorded in this study; however, it was revealed that strategic QA development and implementation remains constrained by several systemic and institutional challenges. Among these are lack of institutional budget towards QA activities, inadequate funding, management and governance, and cultural resistance.
These challenges highlighted above are divergent to the principles of  the TQM, RBV, and other strategic models, all of which assume an enabling environment. TQM, for example, presupposes that institutional leadership is committed to quality, and that staff are supported and capacitated, assumptions that are still trying to be met in the Zambian context due to historical underinvestment in QA systems. However, participants retaliated on the massive improvements being recorded in institutions. Similarly, the RBV assumes the ability to organize internal resources strategically. However, QA units in some universities lacked sufficient autonomy, technical tools, and financial support thus making it difficult to sustain QA as a resource-intensive capability.
Resistance from academic staff is also well-documented in the literature (Harvey & Newton, 2007; Martin & Stella, 2007), particularly where QA is perceived as bureaucratic or externally imposed. The study’s findings suggest that strategic QA must be accompanied by clear communication, incentives, and shared ownership to overcome institutional inertia.
[bookmark: _Toc201917491]Synthesis with Theoretical Framework
The application of the four interrelated theories in the study demonstrates that quality assurance is not merely a compliance function but a strategic lever for performance, adaptability, and differentiation. These theories put together highlight that the s when it is fully institutionalized, adequately resourced, and aligned with both internal goals and external expectations its strategic value of QA is best realized.
Table 4: Synthesis of theoretical lenses
	Theoretical Lens
	Role in QA Strategy

	Total Quality Management
	Explains the integration of QA across institutional systems and its role in fostering improvement.

	Resource Based View
	Positions QA as a unique internal resource that enhances strategic performance.

	Dynamic Capabilities
	Illustrates QA as an enabler of institutional learning, innovation, and responsiveness.

	Porter’s Strategies
	Frames QA as a competitive differentiator in student markets and accreditation environments.


[bookmark: _Toc201917492]Contributions to Literature
Based on findings and discussions of this study, we find that it contributes to existing literature in several ways. First, it contextualizes the strategic function of QA in the Zambian university system where research on the integration of QA in business strategy is still in its infancy stage. Second, the provision of various theoretical theories provides a lens needed to have a holistic understanding of how QA influences institutional outcomes. Third, the study highlights the need of institutional learning which a critical but overlooked outcome of strategic QA. Lastly, the paper provides empirical evidence that all types of HEIs (private and public, old or new) can benefit from strategically gained QA systems, however systematic constraints must be overcome.
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The discussion of the major findings of this study discussed in this chapter were based on the relevant theories and literature. The findings confirm that quality assurance, when implemented as a business strategy, contributes meaningfully to institutional performance, strategic alignment, and stakeholder confidence. However, achieving this impact depends on institutional commitment, internal capabilities, and the presence of enabling conditions. These insights set the stage for the conclusions and recommendations presented in Chapter 6.








[bookmark: _Toc201917494]Conclusion and Recommendations
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This chapter presents the conclusion of the study, summarizing the major findings and their implications for both theory and practice. The chapter also offers recommendations for university leadership, quality assurance practitioners, and policy-makers, and concludes with suggested areas for future research. The study explored how quality assurance (QA), when employed as a business strategy, affects institutional outcomes in Zambian universities. Grounded in a multi-theoretical framework, the research aimed to offer a deeper understanding of QA’s strategic relevance beyond compliance.
[bookmark: _Toc201917496]Summary of the Study
The study was guided by the central research question: “How does the implementation of quality assurance as a business strategy affect institutional outcomes in Zambian universities?”
Using a qualitative design, data were collected through semi-structured interviews, open-ended questionnaires, and institutional documents. Participants included quality assurance officers, senior administrators, and academic deans from universities. Data were analyzed thematically using Braun and Clarke’s six-step method, and interpreted through four interrelated theoretical lenses: Total Quality Management (TQM), Resource-Based View (RBV), Dynamic Capabilities Theory and Porter’s Competitive Strategies.
The study found that QA, when strategically integrated, enhances institutional performance, supports organizational learning, and strengthens competitive positioning. However, several challenges such as resource constraints, cultural resistance, and inconsistent implementation continue to limit its full impact.
[bookmark: _Toc201917497]Key Conclusions
Clearly this study has highlighted many findings which could be summarized as; firstly, Quality Assurance Has Evolved into a Strategic Tool. It is noted that QA has shifted from traditionally being a compliance activity to becoming a central part of strategic planning and performance evaluation. Universities that embed QA into their institutional frameworks achieve greater alignment with long-term objectives and improved internal coherence.
Secondly, QA Enhances Institutional Outcomes.Findings show that strategic QA contributes to improved teaching quality, curriculum relevance, student satisfaction, and institutional visibility. These outcomes affirm that QA, when systematically applied, is a driver of both internal improvement and external competitiveness.
Thirdly, Organizational Learning is Catalyzed Through QA. QA processes encourage institutional reflection, innovation, and responsiveness. Through regular audits, self-assessments, and feedback mechanisms, universities build internal capacities and adapt to changing environments these are traits consistent with dynamic capabilities.
Lastly, Implementation Remains Uneven and Resource-Constrained. Despite the benefits, the full strategic potential of QA remains underutilized due to financial limitations, weak QA structures in some institutions, and a lack of staff buy-in. These challenges highlight the gap between policy and practice in quality assurance implementation.
[bookmark: _Toc201917498]Theoretical and Practical Implications
In terms of theoretical implications, this study contributes to the growing literature that positions QA as a strategic and transformational tool in higher education. By integrating TQM, RBV, Dynamic Capabilities, and Porter’s strategies, the study provides a theoretical model that future research can build upon. 
For practical implications, the study demonstrates the need to institutionalize QA as part of long-term strategic and performance frameworks. For QA practitioners, the findings provide insights into how quality processes can be structured to support innovation and competitiveness. For policy-makers, the study offers evidence to support more targeted QA regulation and capacity-building programs.


[bookmark: _Toc201917499]Recommendations
Based on the findings, the following are the recommendations based on:
1. For University Management
a) Integrate QA into strategic planning and budgeting processes to ensure alignment with institutional goals.
b) Strengthen QA units by providing adequate financial, human, and technological resources.
c) Promote a quality culture by engaging academic staff in QA training and collaborative planning processes.
2. For Quality Assurance Practitioners
a) Use QA data proactively to inform decision-making at faculty and institutional levels.
b) Establish cross-functional QA committees to ensure inclusive and distributed leadership in quality improvement efforts.
c) Regularly review and update QA policies to reflect evolving educational and market demands.
3. For Policy-Makers and Regulators
a) Provide guidelines that recognize and support the strategic role of QA, beyond compliance.
b) Facilitate training and professional development programs for QA personnel across public and private universities.
c) Encourage benchmarking and knowledge-sharing across institutions to promote national quality consistency and innovation.
[bookmark: _Toc201917500]Suggestions for Further Research
To build on the findings of this study, future research could:
1. Conduct quantitative studies to measure the statistical relationship between QA practices and institutional performance indicators.
2. Explore comparative case studies between universities in Zambia and other countries in the region to assess regional trends and best practices.
3. Investigate the student perspective on QA processes to better understand quality from a stakeholder-centric viewpoint.
[bookmark: _Toc201917501]Conclusion
This chapter has presented the overall conclusions and practical recommendations arising from the study. It is clear that quality assurance, when approached as a business strategy, plays a transformative role in higher education institutions. However, realizing this potential requires deliberate effort, leadership, and investment. Through strategic integration, institutional learning, and effective resource deployment, Zambian universities can harness QA as a vehicle for academic excellence and long-term competitiveness.
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[bookmark: _Toc201917505]Interview Guide: Semi-Structured Interview Protocol
Title of Study: Evaluating How Quality Assurance as a Business Strategy Affects Institutional Outcomes in Zambian Universities
Date of Interview: ________________________
Institution: _______________________________
Participant Code: _________________________
Role of Participant: ☐ QA Officer ☐ Academic Dean ☐ Registrar ☐ Management ☐ Other: ___________
Section 1: Introduction and Consent
a) Briefly explain the purpose of the study.
b) Reassure confidentiality and anonymity.
c) Ask for consent to record the interview.
[bookmark: _Toc201917506]Section 2: Institutional Quality Assurance Framework
1. Can you describe the quality assurance structures and policies in place at your institution?
Probe: When were they implemented? Who oversees them?

2. What are the main objectives of the quality assurance system in your university?
Probe: Are these aligned with your institution’s mission and vision?

[bookmark: _Toc201917507]Section 3: QA as a Business Strategy
3. In your opinion, to what extent is quality assurance considered a strategic tool rather than just a compliance measure?
Probe: Are QA findings used to inform institutional decision-making?

4. Can you give examples of how QA has influenced strategic planning or resource allocation?
Probe: Any changes in faculty development, infrastructure, or student services?

[bookmark: _Toc201917508]Section 4: Institutional Outcomes
5. Have you observed any measurable outcomes or improvements resulting from QA implementation?
Probe: Academic quality, student performance, graduate employability?

6. What indicators or benchmarks does your university use to assess the impact of QA?
Probe: Internal KPIs, external audits, student feedback?

[bookmark: _Toc201917509]Section 5: Implementation and Challenges
7. What challenges has your institution faced in integrating QA as part of its strategic operations?
Probe: Financial, cultural, technological?

8. How are staff and students engaged in the QA processes?
Probe: Are there training programs or sensitization initiatives?

[bookmark: _Toc201917510]Section 6: Perspectives and Recommendations
9. In your view, what could be done to improve the effectiveness of QA as a strategic tool in universities?Probe: Institutional, national policy, capacity-building?

10. Are there any best practices your university has adopted that you would recommend to others?

[bookmark: _Toc201917511]Closing Remarks
1. Is there anything else you would like to add regarding QA and institutional strategy?
2. Thank the participant for their time and contributions

[bookmark: _Toc201917512]Appendix B: Interview Guide
Questionnaire
Title of Study: Quality Assurance as a Business Strategy in Zambian Universities
Researcher Name: Mitchelle K. Chiyala
Institutional Affiliation: ZCAS University
Supervising Lecturer: 
Date of Interview:  
Participant Code: 
Duration: Approx. 15 Minutes
Mode: [In-person / Online / Phone]
Participant Background
1. What is your current role in the institution?
2. Have you been involved in quality assurance or institutional planning? If so for how long?
3. What type of institution do you work in?
Understanding of Quality Assurance
4. How is quality assurance defined or interpreted in your institution?
5. What formal QA policies or frameworks guide your institution’s operations?
6. Who is involved in implementing quality assurance in your institution?
Strategic Integration of QA
7. Is quality assurance embedded in your institution’s strategic planning? If so, in what ways or extent?
8. Are QA outcomes considered in long-term decision-making and resource allocation and are they aligned to institutional goals?
9. Are there any strategic decisions that were influenced by QA feedback or findings? If so what examples can you cite?

Strategic Impact of QA
10. In your experience, how has QA impacted the performance or visibility of your institution?
11. How does QA influence student experience, graduate quality, or market reputation?
12. Has your institution used QA to respond to competition or external challenges?
Leadership, Culture, and Engagement
13. How would you describe your institution’s leadership approach and commitment to quality assurance?
14. Is there a culture of continuous improvement or resistance to QA processes?
15. Are staff, students and other relevant stakeholders engaged in QA processes?
Barriers and Challenges
16. What challenges does your institution face in implementing QA as a strategic tool effectively?
17. Are there external challenges that constrain strategic QA?
18. Are there internal limitations that hinder QA integration?
Recommendations and Outlook
19. In your view, what improvements or innovations would you recommend to strengthen QA as a strategic function?
20. How do you see QA evolving in Zambia’s higher education sector?
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