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Abstract
This article analyses the applicability of the ISO 9001 standard in Higher 
Education Institutions. Initially developed for application in industry, this 
standard sets the requirements for implementing a quality management 
system in an organisation. Over the years, it has been adapted to the Higher 
Education sector as a quality management standard. The standard is ana-
lysed in terms of the relevance of its philosophy to Higher Education; its 
suitability for this sector; the ease of implementation; its effect on quality 
assurance and enhancement; and its impact on quality. The mechanisms 
by which it affects quality management are also presented. The analysis 
shows that ISO 9001 is based on a philosophy that resonates with general 
approaches to quality assurance in Higher Education Institutions and that 
its seven principles provide a sound basis for effective quality management. 
It can be adapted to the peculiarities of this sector and, although it imposes 
a considerable workload, it can be applied with ease. There is thus both 
a theoretical and empirical basis for the ISO 9001 standard to promote 
quality assurance and enhancement in Higher Education. Academic provi-
sion and administrative services can benefit from its adoption and it can 
promote and strengthen the development of a quality culture, especially 
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when staff are deeply engaged in the process. It is thus concluded that the 
ISO 9001 standard provides a framework for quality management that is 
applicable to the Higher Education sector.

Key words: ISO 9001, quality assurance, quality management, quality 
management system, higher education institutions 

Cet article analyse l’applicabilité de la norme ISO 9001 dans les Institutions 
d’Enseignement Supérieur. Initialement développée pour l’industrie, cette 
norme établit les pré-requis pour mettre en place un système de gestion de 
la qualité dans une organisation. Au fil des années, il a été adapté au secteur 
de l’Enseignement Supérieur comme norme de gestion de la qualité. Cette 
norme est analysée sous plusieurs angles: la pertinence de sa philosophie 
pour l’Enseignement Supérieur, son aptitude au secteur, la facilité de sa 
mise en oeuvre, son effet sur le contrôle et l’amélioration de la qualité, et 
son impact sur la qualité. Les mécanismes avec lesquels la norme produit 
un effet sur la gestion de la qualité sont aussi présentés. L’analyse montre 
que ISO 9001 est fondé sur une philosophie non loin des approches glo-
bales de contrôle de qualité dans les Institutions d’Enseignement Supérieur 
et que ces sept principes fournissent une base solide pour une gestion de 
la qualité efficace. Il peut être adapté aux particularités du secteur et, bien 
qu’il impose une charge de travail considérable, il peut être mis en place 
facilement. Il y a ainsi une base à la fois théorique et empirique pour que 
la norme ISO 9001 optimise le contrôle et l’amélioration de la qualité dans 
l’Enseignement Supérieur. La prestation universitaire et les services admi-
nistratifs peuvent bénéficier de son adoption et elle peut promouvoir et 
renforcer le développement d’une culture de qualité, en particulier quant le 
personnel est activement impliqué dans le processus.

Introduction
Against the backdrop of an increasingly knowledge-driven society, quality 
management is gaining momentum in the Higher Education (HE) sector 
(Pavel, 2012). Several factors, including the need for accountability and the 
relevance of HE to society have contributed to the emergence of the quality 
movement in this sector (Manatos et al., 2017). This has led to emergence 
of quality management systems (QMS) in higher education institutions 
(HEIs), most of which are imported from industry (Rosa et al., 2012). 
Quality assurance (QA) has become a global HE phenomenon, with the 
primary focus of enhancing educational outcomes (Ewell, 2010; Kliot and 
Bykovskaya, 2011; Yuan, 2010).

While most of the QA models used in HE have been adapted from indus-
try (Niedermeier, 2017), this has not been without its challenges. Some 

studies argue that these models are not suitable for HE (Srikanthan and 
Dalrymple, 2003); however, Becket and Brookes’ (2008) review of perti-
nent case studies found the opposite to be true. More nuanced views have 
highlighted that some aspects of these models are scale-neutral and can 
be applied to HE. The main challenge has been both definitional and 
operational. From a definitional perspective, terms like customer, scien-
tific method, waste and product do not fit well with HE (Rosa et al., 2012). 
Srikanthan and Dalrymple (2003) highlight the differences between indus-
trial and educational processes, with the latter being more complex and 
variable than the former. Furthermore, HE has multiple stakeholders with 
different expectations of its role and perceptions of quality.

The quality management (QM) models used in HE include Total Quality 
Management (TQM), the ISO 9000 series, the European Foundation 
for Quality Management Excellence Model (EFQM), Balanced Score-
card (BSC), Malcolm Baldridge award, and SERVQUAL, amongst others 
(Becket and Brookes, 2008; Niedermeier, 2017). These have solid traction 
in industry. Total Quality Management is the most common approach at 
the international level (Niedermeier 2017), while ISO 9001, EFQM and the 
BSC are also popular in HE (Rosa et al., 2012). Efforts have also been made 
to develop QA models tailored for HE, with many based on ISO 9000, 
TQM and Malcolm Baldridge (Neidermeier, 2017). The focus has been on 
the particularities of the core academic processes of teaching and learn-
ing (Becket and Brookes, 2008) as it has been argued that these cannot 
be equated to industrial processes. Examples include the Standards and 
Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area 
(ESG) (ENQA et al., 2015; Srikanthan and Dalrymple, 2014), the ISO-based 
TQM model (Borahan and Ziarati, 2002) and the excellence model (Pires 
da Rosa et al., 2001, 2003). Srikanthan and Dalrymple’s (2014) model is an 
exception as it is based on educational theories and the ESG is part of the 
Bologna process in Europe. 

The ISO 9001 standard is one of the most well-known QM models in 
HE (Rosa et al., 2012) and is a popular choice among educational institu-
tions (Thonhauser and Passmore, 2006) despite the fact that some studies 
have pointed to gaps specific to the field of HE. The standard sets the 
requirements for implementing a quality management system (QMS) in 
an organisation. The International Organisation for Standardisation (ISO) 
(2005) defines a QMS as a system that directs and controls an organisa-
tion with respect to quality. The ISO 9001 standard is generic and can be 
applied by any organisation, irrespective of the products and services it pro-
vides, its size or the nature of its operations (ISO, 2005).

Driven by the quality movement and the fact that quality has become 
a mark of distinction in international HE markets (Blackmore, 2009), in 
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modern times, many HEIs are seeking ISO certification (Stojanovic, 2015; 
Chiarini, 2015). The aim is to enhance operational efficiency, build team-
work among departments, and ensure customer satisfaction (Zabadi, 2013; 
Hussein et al., 2017). According to Mola (2017), some institutions are moti-
vated by the prestige associated with ISO 9001 certification. Isomorphic 
pressure (Papadimitriou and Westerheijden, 2010) and external pressure 
from government (Papadimitriou, 2011) have also led to the adoption of 
this standard. During the 1990s, when the ISO standard first assumed 
prominence in the HE sector, several reasons were cited for its adoption, 
including claims that it renders operations more efficient and improves 
the quality of services and academic provision (Van den Berghe, 1998; 
KasperavLĀLŗWē, 2013). Llach et al. (2011) reported that the education sector 
was ranked 12th out of 39 ISO 9001 certified sectors. Furthermore, between 
2004 and 2008, the number of certificates issued to the education sector 
increased by more than 40% (KasperavLĀLŗWē, 2012). However, it is difficult 
to establish how many of these pertain to HEIs (KasperavLĀLŗWē, 2013).
Empirical and theoretical studies on the use of the ISO 9001 standard in 
HE include Thonhauser and Passmore (2006); El Abbadi et al. (2014); 
Martin and Thawabieh (2018); Chiarini (2015); Moturi and Mbithi (2015); 
Papadimitriou and Westerheijden (2010); Heras-Saizarbitoria and Boiral 
(2015); and KasperavLĀLŗWē�ÿerniauskienē and Serafinas (2018). The results 
are mixed and it has been difficult to prove causality when it comes to the 
standard’s impact on teaching and learning. Furthermore, its precise effect 
on QM in HE has not been adequately explained and there has been inad-
equate focus on the centrality of the standard’s philosophy with regard to 
QM in HE. Finally, theoretical and empirical evaluation is required that 
takes into account recent experiences in HE. This article focuses on the 
theoretical aspects of the standard as derived from its provisions and pres-
ents an analytical framework that can be used to determine its applicability 
in HE. Its findings will be useful to QA researchers and practitioners.

Quality Management in Higher Education
Quality management is a holistic management philosophy that focuses on 
the maintenance and continuous improvement of all the functions within 
an organisation, with the goal of meeting or exceeding customer and other 
stakeholder requirements (Kaynak, 2003). In HEIs, it includes quality 
control, quality assurance, and quality assessment and enhancement 
(VOąsceanu et al., 2007; Niedermeier, 2017). While QM is a broader concept 
than QA (Niedermeier, 2017), these terms are at times used interchange-
ably, making it difficult to identify a consistent definition (VOąsceanuet et 
al., 2007). As stated earlier, the ISO (2005) defines a QMS as a system that 
directs and controls an organisation with respect to quality. 

In an era influenced by the performative and accountability logics of 
new public management, it is worth noting that at both the state and 
institutional levels, QA has become a form of governance (Rowlands, 
2012). Some scholars have referred to QA as a governance innovation in 
HE (King, 2007). In the changing relationship between the state and the 
university, QA is the primary tool used to govern HEIs (Morley, 2003; 
Filippakou and Tapper, 2008), where it exists as an ecosystem of external 
(EQA) and internal (IQA). The former refers to supra-institutional policies 
and practices to assure the quality of HEIs and programmes (Dill, 2007). 
Its agencies include private and public organisations which operate as gov-
ernment surrogates. National, regional and global EQAs regulate HE in 
various ways. For example, the ESG for the European Higher Education 
Area (ENQA et al., 2015) sets standards and guidelines for both EQA and 
IQA in Europe. An African example is the framework of qualification stan-
dards in HE adopted by the Council on Higher Education in South Africa 
(CHE, 2013). It is important to note that IQA works within the provisions 
of EQA.

The International Network of Quality Assurance Agencies in Higher 
Education (INQAAHE) defines IQA as “the process, supported by policies 
and systems, used by an institution to maintain and enhance the quality 
of education experienced by its students and of the research undertaken 
by its staff” (INQAAHE, 2018). It encompasses the QM mechanisms, 
instruments and systems within an HEI to ensure that the institution and 
its programmes are meeting their own standards and objectives (Sanyal 
and Martin, 2007). The essence of IQA is QM, and a QMS provides the 
processes, tools and instruments for that purpose. As stated earlier, QMSs 
in HE have been influenced by QM models in industry. 

Background to the ISO 9001 Standard in Higher Education
The ISO published the ISO 9001, ISO 9002, and ISO 9003 standards 
in 1987 that defined the requirements for a QMS (El Abbadi et al., 2014). 
They were revised in 1994, 2000, 2008 and 2015. In 2000, ISO 9001, ISO 
9002 and ISO 9003 were merged to form ISO 9001. The ISO 9000 series 
has three standards. ISO 9000 covers Fundamentals and Vocabulary and 
sets out the basic concepts and terms used in the series of the standard. 
Its latest version is ISO 9000: 2015. ISO 9001 comprises Quality Manage-
ment Systems – Requirements and its latest version is ISO 9001:2015. 
Certification is only granted for this standard. ISO 9004 is titled: Manag-
ing for the sustained success of an organisation – A quality management 
approach. The latest version is ISO 9004: 2009. 

Higher education institutions, mainly in Europe and later in the US, 
began to implement the ISO 9000 series of standards around the mid-
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supervision to the co-construction of knowledge in group collaborations 
(Hyatt, 2013). This changes the master-apprentice relationship between 
teacher and learner. These fundamental concepts should inform applica-
tion of the standard in HE.

Methods
The study was a qualitative one that was mainly based on content analy-
sis and interpretation. Interpretative analysis was used to situate the ISO 
9001 standard within the HE context. The analytical framework employed 
to provide philosophical explanations and identify key assessment param-
eters is presented in the following section. The theoretical analysis was 
based on the requirements of the standard, both in terms of its seven prin-
ciples and its clauses. It involved interpreting the standard on the basis 
of its philosophy and clauses using experiences in HE reported in extant 
literature.

In order to provide a systematic framework for the analysis, the study 
was organised into the three stages of review suggested by Tranfield et al. 
(2003) and used by Tari and Dick (2012).

The first stage was planning the analysis. The ISO 9001 standard was 
divided into two parts: 1) its foundational aspects (seven principles), and 2) 
the requirements of its clauses (clauses 4 to 10). This formed the analytical 
framework for the analysis of: (1) consonance of the foundational aspects 
of the standard with QM in HE, and (2) applicability of the requirements 
of the clauses to HE.

The analysis was conducted in the second stage, when each of the stan-
dard’s seven principles was interpreted. The clauses of the standard were 
analysed for their applicability to the HE sector using the parameters in 
the analytical framework.

In the third stage, reporting and dissemination, a descriptive and analyt-
ical narrative is provided for each parameter in the analytical framework. 
Figure 1 outlines the schematic representation of the analytical frame-
work. The findings and discussion are based on the parameters in this 
framework and where possible, tables with qualitative data are presented.

Analytical Framework
The theoretical underpinning of the analytical framework is based on the 
general tenets of QM. Tari and Dick (2012) state that QM can be viewed 
as: 1) a philosophy; and 2) a set of practices for the management of an 
organisation that goes beyond control of quality. Two observations can be 
made from this interpretation. First, a QM model must have principles 
that underpin it, and secondly, it must have requirements for its imple-
mentation. 

critical analysis of the applicability of the iso 9001 standardraphael. m. jingura, reckson kamusoko and julius tapera

1990s (Van den Berghe, 1997). Early adopters encountered numerous 
challenges (El Abbadi et al., 2014) that mainly arose from the fact that 
the standard was developed for the manufacturing industry. The HE sec-
tor’s peculiarities make it different from manufacturing and other service 
sectors (KasperavLĀLŗWē, 2013). As such, the ISO 9001 standard require-
ments needed to be interpreted in the education field (Karapetrovic et al., 
1998; Karapetrovic, 2001).

With time, the ISO became aware of these challenges and sought to 
ameliorate them. It published the first version of the International Work-
shop Agreement (IWA) 2 in 2003, which was coded IWA 2:2003 - Quality 
Management System — Guidelines for the Application of ISO 9001:2000 in 
Education (ISO, 2003). It was revised in 2007 (ISO, 2007). The guidelines 
in IWA 2 did not change the requirements of ISO 9001:2000, but sought 
to assist educational organisations to implement ISO 9001 (ISO, 2007), 
with a focus on adapting its clauses to education (Caraman et al., 2008; 
Roszak, 2009). In this regard, IWA 2 defined four key terms, namely, 
customer, product, education provider, and educational organisation. The 
terms ‘customer’ and ‘product’ are controversial in HE and need to be 
tailored to resonate with this sector.

Several criticisms were levelled against the IWA 2 guidelines. One 
was that they neglected research activities (Rodman and Godnov, 2010) 
because a product was defined as an educational outcome (El Abbadi et al., 
2014), which, taken literally, refers to teaching and learning. Another chal-
lenge was that IWA 2 defined a customer as a learner. In HE, a learner is 
both a customer (receives education) and an actor (contributes to learning) 
(Becket and Brookes, 2008). Furthermore, the guidelines did not place 
much emphasis on ethics and corporate social responsibility which are 
important in HE (El Abbadi et al., 2014).

After the publication of ISO 9001:2008, the IWA 2 working group 
developed ISO 9001:2008 Handbook for Educational Organisations — What 
to Do: Advice from IWA 2 Working Group (ISO, 2009). The handbook is 
more detailed than the IWA 2 guidelines and provides supplementary 
explanations and practical recommendations for the implementation of 
ISO 9001:2008 in education. It also widens the definition of product to 
the outputs of all activities undertaken by educational organisations, and 
includes aspects of financial resources. Both IWA 2 and the ISO 9001:2008 
handbook provided guidance and were not intended for certification.

It is thus evident that there have been sustained efforts to enhance the 
applicability of the ISO 9001 standard to the education sector. A distinctive 
peculiarity of HE is the process of teaching and learning where contempo-
rary pedagogies emphasise collaborative and interactive practices (Branch 
et al., 2017). Another example is the shift from the dyadic model of student 
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Figure 1. Analytical Framework 

Results and Discussion
Philosophy of the Standard
The philosophy of the ISO 9001 standard represented by its seven prin-
ciples (Table 2) resonate with the major tenets of QM in HE, namely, 
accountability and improvement (Middlehurst and Woodhouse, 1995). 
According to a study by UNESCO (2018), 94% of HEIs rated improvement 
of academic activities as a ‘very important’ component of IQA. This is con-
firmed by Tavares et al. (2017) and Ewell (2002) who note that QA systems 
are expected to ‘add value’ to academic activities. The standard’s seven 
principles easily apply to HE and can enhance IQA in HEIs. Indeed, it can 
be argued that they offer a generic philosophy that is applicable to QM in 
any sector. The issues of stakeholder satisfaction (Argyris, 1999; Razavi 
et al., 2012; Pateman, 2012), leadership (Bond, 2000), and staff engage-
ment (Pateman, 2012; Tetteh, 2018) focus on educational processes and 
evidence-based decision making that are central to IQA in HE (Nieder-
meier, 2017; Blackmore,2009). As such, the ISO 9001 standard presents 
a QM philosophy that is immutable in HE. It is also worth noting that the 
PDCA cycle is both the implementation model for the ISO 9001 standard 
and the foundation of QM in HE (Niedermeier, 2017), where it is com-
monly known as the quality cycle (plan-act-evaluate-improve).

Interpretation (Table 2) of the seven principles for the HE context shows 
that, from a philosophical perspective, the ISO 9001 standard resonates 
with the logic behind IQA in HE. This sector has multiple stakeholders 
who must be satisfied with educational services and outcomes. Thus, a 
focus on ‘customers’ will lead to customer satisfaction. Student, gradu-
ate and employer satisfaction are important quality indicators in IQA 
(UNESCO, 2018). Furthermore, EQAs use these indicators as a measure 
of the quality of teaching and learning (Spronken-Smith et al., 2013). 
Another good example in Table 1 is the aspect of ‘people engagement’. 
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The analytical framework is based on the philosophy of the standard 
(P), and the standard’s relevance to HE (R), implementation requirements 
(I) and outcomes (O). The acronym for the framework is thus PRIO. The 
reasons for selecting these parameters are set out in Table 1 below, while 
the framework is presented in Figure 1. The first part of PRIO is made 
up of the seven principles of the ISO 9001 standard, namely, customer 
focus; leadership; engagement of people; process approach; improve-
ment; evidence-based decision making; and relationship management 
(ISO, 2015a). According to the ISO, following these principles will ensure 
that an organisation or business is able to consistently create value for its 
customers (ISO, 2015a). The core of the standard is the plan-do-check-act 
cycle (PDCA). 

Table 1. Parameters of the Analytical Framework

Parameter Importance

Philosophy Sets the principles underpinning the standard

This enables understanding of the logic that underpins the standard

Allows assessment for its application to HE

Relevance Measures fitness of purpose of the standard to HE

Assesses whether the standard addresses the quality dimensions in HE

Implementation Measures the relative ease of implementation of the standard

Determines the workload imposed on HE staff

Outcomes Show the outcomes of application of the standard in HE

Quality assurance is increasingly becoming outcome-based

The second part of PRIO provides the focus areas for the analysis. Using 
an adaptation of the framework employed by Rodman and Godnov (2010), 
the focus is on the following:

1) Suitability 
2) Ease of implementation
3) Effect on:
 (a) Quality assurance
 (b) Quality enhancement
 (c) Quality culture

Philosophy

Relevance

Implementation

Outcomes

Scope of the principles

Suitability of the standard to HE

Ease of implementation in HE

Effect on

Quality 
assurance

Quality 
enhancenemt

Quality 

culture
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Internal quality assurance needs to be implemented with a deep sense of 
engagement by all staff. Staff support depends on several factors, includ-
ing their sense of ownership which is influenced by their participation in 
the implementation of IQA (Cardoso et al., 2018). The remainder of the 
principles are explained below (Table 2). All resonate with IQA as it exists 
in HE today. The interpretation of the principles in the table is based on 
the recommendations of several scholars on adaptation of the ISO stan-
dard to HE (Karapetrovic et al., 1998; Karapetrovic, 2001; Roszak, 2009; 
Rodman and Godnov, 2010; El Abbadi et al., 2014).

Suitability of the Standard
The ISO 9001 standard sets generic requirements for implementing a 
QMS regardless of the size and activities of an organisation (Rodman and 
Godnov, 2010; El Abbadi et al., 2014). By implication, this would mean 
that it can be applied in HE. The fact that academic processes cannot be 
equated to industrial processes has been a major argument against the 
standard. However, it has gained traction in HE over time and there is a 
growing body of literature on its use in this sector, evident in the expo-
nential increase in journal articles from the mid-1990s (Van den Burghe, 
1997). KasperaviĀLŗWē�ÿerniauskienē and Serafinas (2018) note that a 
corpus of studies now exists on the ISO standard in HE. One of the first 
papers was written by Moreland and Clark (1998) and it highlighted the 
pros and cons of the standard. Karapetrovic et al. (1998), Karapetrovic 
(2001), Thonhauser and Passmore (2006), Chiarini (2015) and several 
other scholars have demonstrated how a QMS based on ISO 9001 needs to 
be adapted in HE. Examples include Karapetrovic et al. (1998), Caraman 
et al. (2008), Karapetrovic (2001), Roszak (2009), Rodman and Godnov 
(2010), and El Abbadi et al. (2014). 

It has generally been observed that QM models from industry do not rec-
ognise the centrality of student learning in HE (Becket and Brooks,2008) 
and newer versions of the ISO standard have attempted to resolve this 
issue. Srikanthan and Dalrymple (2003) noted that the quality systems 
used in industry are process oriented and focus on the needs of the cus-
tomer (Srikanthan and Dalrymple, 2003). However, teaching and learning 
cannot be regarded as a relationship between a business provider and ‘cus-
tomer’ (Neidermeier, 2017). The ISO 9001 standard can be interpreted 
in a more nuanced way to address these concerns (Caraman et al., 2008; 
Roszak, 2009). As stated earlier, definitional issues have been contextual-
ised to HE. A good example is the work of Karapetrovic (2001). It should 
also be noted that the standard has been found to work well with the 
service function of HE (Neidermeier, 2017). 

Table 2. Interpretation of the Seven Principles of the ISO 9001 Standard for IQA

Principle ISO interpretation (ISO, 2015a) HE interpretation

Customer 
focus 

Meeting and exceeding customer 
needs

Attract and retain the confidence of 
customers

Adapt to customers’ future needs 

Understand the needs and expectations 
of stakeholders

Focus on meeting the needs of users of 
educational services and outputs

Adapt to changing needs for education 
delivery and credentialing in a digitally 
disrupted sector to remain relevant 

Leadership A unified direction or mission that 
comes from strong leadership 

Ensure that everyone in the 
organisation understands the 
organisational goals

Academic and administrative leadership 
set the tone for IQA

Ensure everyone understands the 
purpose and benefits of IQA

Engagement  
of people

Create value through competent, 
empowered and engaged people at 
all levels of the organisation

Recruit suitably qualified staff for all 
portfolios

Decentralise IQA 

Engage all levels of staff in IQA 
development and implementation

Process 
approach 

Understand activities as processes 
that function as a system

Ensure everyone is familiar with the 
organisation’s activities and how 
they fit together

Understand teaching, learning, 
research, and administration as 
processes that form an ecosystem

Ensure academic and administrative 
processes are clearly defined and 
understood by everyone

Improvement Successful organisations focus on 
continuous improvement

Reacting to changes in the internal 
and external environment is 
necessary to continue to deliver 
value to customers

Focus on quality enhancement

Monitor and react to changes in the 
environment

Consider IQA as a change driver

Evidence-
based decision 
making 

Decisions based on analysis and 
evaluation of data are more likely to 
produce the desired results

Measure institutional performance 
using appropriate indicators

Decisions should be supported by the 
results of evaluation

Relationship 
management

Identify important relationships with 
interested parties such as suppliers

Set out a plan to manage the 
relationships as this will drive 
sustained success

Identify relationships with internal and 
external stakeholders

Manage relationships and drive 
IQA through strong stakeholder 
relationships



2015), Oman (Matin and Thawabieh, 2018) and Malaysia (Muslim and 
Suradi, 2012), amongst others.

Furthermore, staff in HEIs can perceive IQA as an additional form 
of bureaucracy (Rosa et al., 2016). Indeed, it is often regarded as a form 
of managerialism (Lange and Kriel, 2017), resulting in IQA not being 
accepted as an integral component of institutional development. The ISO 
standard also increases staff’s workload as audits and documentation are 
required (Moturi and Mbithi, 2015). All these challenges raise the need for 
internalisation of IQA by staff to the point where QA becomes an integral 
component of workflows. Allur et al. (2014) concluded that a higher level of 
internalisation yields greater benefits from the adoption of ISO 9001. The 
standard’s principles, particularly leadership, engagement of people and 
relationship management, can enhance such internalisation. 

Implementing the ISO 9001 standard requires time and other resources 
and should be regarded as an investment. Moturi and Mbithi (2015) and 
Basir (2012) note that a lack of resources is one of the factors that limit 
implementation. Furthermore, staff need to invest their time in IQA-related 
activities and this should not be perceived as ‘add-on work’.

Effective education and communication are required for implementa-
tion of the ISO 9001 standard. People cannot implement what they do 
not understand. The need for continuous education and training of staff 
to enhance their performance is well recognised in HE (King, 2004). The 
ISO 9001 implementation processes include staff training. Communica-
tion with internal and external stakeholders is also a critical success factor. 
Logical, rational and persuasive communication is particularly useful in 
industrial relations and organisational change (Choudhary and Rathore, 
2013). Higher Education Institutions have complex structures and systems 
which can hinder effective communication. It is therefore important to 
ensure well-established communication mechanisms.

Effect on Quality Assurance and Enhancement
The need to continuously improve the quality of academic provision cannot 
be overemphasised. The ISO 9001 standard will find traction in HE if it is 
seen to enhance QM. Moturi and Mbithi’s (2015) case study provides empir-
ical evidence of the potential impact of ISO 9001 on QA in HE, including 
improved customer satisfaction (staff, students), facilities, ranking, and 
staff competencies, and better compliance with EQA requirements.

An analysis of the standard’s clauses is useful in explaining its outcomes 
in terms of quality assurance and enhancement. Clauses 4 to 10 set out 
the standard’s requirements and the mechanisms to assure and enhance 
quality (Table 3) are based on these.
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Furthermore, the gap between industry and the academic world is nar-
rowing as a result of the increasing market orientation of HE (Rodman 
and Godnov, 2010). Marketisation, commodification and privatisation have 
become common trends and the HE arena has become very competitive 
and dynamic. Adoption of the ISO 9001 standard can positively impact 
leadership, operational efficiency, the organisation and the involvement of 
people, thereby enhancing institutional competitiveness (Bevans-Gonzales 
et al., 2004). 

The latest version, ISO 9001:2015, is less prescriptive and more flexible 
(Sickinger-Nagorni and Schwanke, 2016). This is positive for HEIs that have 
tended to resist prescriptive approaches to QA. Extant literature shows evi-
dence of resistance to QA in both its IQA and EQA forms (Stensaker, 2008; 
Blackmore, 2009; Brown, 2013; Lucas, 2014; Lust et al., 2018), especially 
when it is seen to be externally driven (Lucas, 2014). The one-size-fits-all 
approach is not appropriate for QA in HE (Ewell,2002). Flexibility, mainly 
in terms of inputs and processes, allows for innovation in QM, but with no 
compromise on the quality of outcomes. Two of the novelties in this revised 
standard are that process management is gaining importance and risk-
based thinking has been introduced. According to KasperaviĀLŗWē (2013), 
the main reasons for implementing the ISO 9001 standard in HEIs is the 
need to improve internal processes and procedures, as well as institutional 
management, performance and effectiveness. This process approach (both 
academic and administrative) is central to IQA. The ISO 9001 standard 
can help to describe process flows (academic and administrative), making 
implementation easier and enhancing understanding of how they interact.

Ease of Implementation
Challenges in implementing ISO 9001 mainly relate to internal institu-
tional issues (KasperavLĀLŗWē, 2013). The main factors that determine ease of 
implementation include people, resources, education and communication 
(Ab Wahid and Corner, 2009). Implementation requires the involvement 
and commitment of all staff (Moturi and Mbithi, 2015). Cardoso et al. 
(2018) note that this might be difficult to achieve, while Singh and Sareen 
(2006) and KasperavLĀLŗWē (2013) found that lack of staff motivation was a 
major hindrance to implementation of the standard. Karapetrovic (2001) 
observed that the main obstacle is staff’s perception that it will restrict 
their academic freedom and that they will be blamed for identified quality 
problems. To this can be added the fear of increased bureaucracy and 
documentation (Karapetrovic, 1998). Studies on the benefits and chal-
lenges of implementing the standard have been conducted in Lithuania 
(KasperavLĀLŗWē�ÿerniauskienē and Serafinas, 2018), Lebanon (Hussein, 
Abou-Nassif et al., 2017), Italy (Chiarini, 2015), Kenya (Moturi and Mbithi, 



Table 3 explains the mechanisms by means of which the ISO 9001 stan-
dard can positively impact quality assurance and enhancement. In other 
words, the QMS will be designed and implemented to achieve the institu-
tion’s quality objectives.

Higher education is fraught with risks and risk management has become 
an important concern (Times Higher Education, 2015). The concept of 
risk-based thinking is much more elaborate in the ISO 9001:2015 version. 
Such thinking helps to determine the factors that can cause institutional 
processes and the QMS to deviate from planned results (ISO, 2015b). Risks 
are inherent in many academic processes. For example, staff and student 
incivilities (Kelly, 2017), resource shortages (Ndirangu and Udoto, 2011; 
Schneider, 2004; Abend et al., 2006) and other challenges are widely 
reported in this sector. The risk management tool set out in Clause 6 of 
the ISO 9001 standard enables the resilience of a QMS (ISO, 2015b).

Effect on Quality Culture
A quality culture (QC) is about developing organisational value systems 
that result in an environment conducive to the establishment and con-
tinual improvement of quality (Njiro, 2016). Srinivasan and Kurey (2014) 
define a QC in HE as, “an environment where staff and students not 
only follow quality guidelines but consistently see others talking about 
quality focused actions, hear others talking about quality and feel quality 
all around them.” A QC is part of organisational culture and Rapp (2011) 
states that it is an effective and meaningful way to develop QA mecha-
nisms that ensure improved quality at all levels and support change in 
universities.

ISO 9004 requires quality management in HEIs to create a QC among 
employees that fosters continuous improvement in all key performance 
areas (Sickinger-Nagorni and Schwanke, 2016). Although not specifically 
mentioned, this should be taken into account when implementing the 
ISO 9001:2015 standard. Since implementation of the standard involves 
all staff, this can help to create a QC within an institution.

Moturi and Mbithi (2015) found that implementation of the ISO 9001 
standard inculcated a QC among both staff and students at the University 
of Nairobi. Muslim and Suradi (2012) concluded that the implementation 
of the standard has a positive impact on the work culture and day-to-day 
task management and a negative impact on emotion. Other studies found 
that implementation of the standard promoted continuous improvement 
and a focus on customer satisfaction, enhancing service quality and 
operational efficiency (Psomas et al., 2013), and streamlining institutional 
processes (Okibo and Kimani, 2013). Staff engagement, ownership, and 
relationship management, as espoused by the ISO 9001 standard, can 

Table 3. Impact Mechanisms of the ISO 9001 Standard on Quality Assurance and 
Enhancement

Clause Impact mechanisms

1. Context of the 
organisation

Helps the institution to determine internal and external issues

The institution understands the needs and expectations of its 
internal and external stakeholders

It is easier to formulate a QMS to meet stakeholder needs and 
expectations

Leads to more stakeholder satisfaction (fit-for-purpose services 
and products)

2. Leadership Increases leadership commitment to implementation of QMS

Provides the quality policy which sets the quality objectives

Quality objectives make clear what the QMS must achieve

Roles, responsibilities and accountabilities are clear

3. Planning Enables actions to implement the QMS

Leads to constructive alignment of quality objectives with actions

Facilitates allocation of resources

4. Support Ensures allocation of resources to the QMS

Facilitates development of staff competencies for implementation 
of the QMS

Competent staff are more likely to produce the desired results

Enhances internal and external communication

Builds documented information for evaluation

5. Operation Helps to define requirements for products and services and helps 
the institution to ascertain its capacity to deliver them

Sets parameters for processes and products, enabling staff to be 
properly guided

External services and products will meet the requirements

Measures are put in place to manage deviations from plans

6. Performance evaluation Ensures there are mechanisms for performance evaluation

Performance is evaluated, leading to awareness of performance 
levels

Provides a clear basis for improvement

7. Improvements Helps to identify cases for improvement

Necessitates formulation of improvement plans

Leads to continuous improvement

Source: Information adapted from the ISO (2015a)
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promote a QC that facilitates implementation of IQA and enhances the 
likelihood of a positive impact. 

Conclusion
It can be concluded that the philosophy of the ISO 9001standard reso-
nates with the tenets of QM in HE and that its requirements provide a 
QMS that is applicable to HEIs. Thus, the standard can be implemented 
as a QM model in HEIs and they can embrace its principles to develop 
and implement their QMS. This article has also argued that HEIs should 
move beyond the desire for ISO certification to develop a sustained QC. 
The analysis of the applicability of the standard in terms of suitability, ease 
of implementation, impact on quality assurance and enhancement, and 
fostering a QC revealed that the ISO 9001 standard can embolden IQA. 
Furthermore, its various mechanisms can influence QM in HE. It is thus 
concluded that the ISO 9001 standard is applicable to HE and can lead to 
improved educational services and outcomes.

Recommendations
It is recommended that further empirical studies be conducted on the appli-
cability of the ISO 9001 standard in HE across different HEIs, with a focus 
on its impact in this sector. Ewell (2002) introduced the concept of ‘added 
value’ with reference to QA. The essence is that QA must lead to improved 
institutional performance. Nielsen and Parker’s (2012) model is an appro-
priate one to measure the impact of the ISO 9001 standard. It covers broad 
aspects of HEIs beyond academic parameters and has been applied to IQA 
in this sector (Salto, 2017). Future research could use Nielsen and Parker’s 
(2012) model to determine whether the standard enhances HEIs’:

a) Social impact - This mainly refers to institutional reputation and 
serving the interests of society. Institutional reputation has become a 
significant market factor in HE in recent times.

b) Normative impact - This concerns the extent to which an HEI is com-
mitted to QMS for its own sake or due to moral commitment to assure 
and improve its performance. In other words, the target should not 
simply be certification but development of a sustainable QC.

c) Educational impact - This covers the standards and quality of educa-
tional programmes, teaching and learning, student performance and 
graduate employability.

d) Cultural impact - that refers to the extent to which the standard has 
fostered a QC in HE. Quality is not limited to measurement and evalu-
ation procedures, but should also be viewed as part of organisational 
culture.
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Abstract
Higher Education governance, legal and regulatory regimes in Ghana are 
important factors in the complex Higher Education landscape and its atten-
dant funding challenges. Increased global demand for Higher Education 
highlights the importance of this framework in ensuring sustainable funding 
of the sector. The study assessed the impact of governance and regulatory 
variables on financial sustainability using a quantitative research methodol-
ogy and a well-validated research instrument for correlational analysis. The 
findings revealed a statistically significant relationship between the com-
bined effect of all eight variables while the variable, institutions undergo 
accreditation was the only one that was significant in predicting the best 
fit equation for financial sustainability. The recommendations arising from 
the findings will assist policy-makers to undertake relevant reform of the 
current governance, legal and regulatory practices in the country.

Key words: financial sustainability, governance, legal and regulatory frame-
work, Ghana public universities, higher education institutions

Les régimes légaux, de régulation, et de gouvernance de l’Enseignement 
Supérieur au Ghana sont d’importants facteurs dans le paysage complexe 
de l’Enseignement Supérieur et ses défis corollaires de financement. 
L’augmentation de la demande internationale en enseignement supérieur 
souligne l’importance de ce cadre qui garantit la durabilité du financement 
pour le secteur. Cette étude évalue l’impact des variables de gouvernance 
et de régulation sur la viabilité financière en utilisant une méthodologie 
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