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QUALITY MANAGEMENT
RESEARCH IN HIGHER
EDUCATION: BIBLIOMETRIC
MAPPING AND A THEMATIC
CONCEPTUAL SYNTHESIS

Abstract

Research on quality management in higher education remains conceptually frag-
mented, with recurrent organizational issues examined across partially disconnected
strands of literature. This study analyzes Scopus-indexed higher education research
using quality management terminology and organizes its recurrent concerns into an
integrated conceptual account. A two-level design combined bibliometric mapping
of 1,829 records published between 2004 and 2025 with full-text thematic conceptual
synthesis of 159 retained studies. Publication activity increased from 25 records in
2004 to a peak of 157 in 2019, while total quality management terminology remained
prominent alongside quality assurance and quality improvement vocabularies. The
conceptual synthesis organized recurrent concerns into four higher-order dimensions:
strategic leadership and governance, implementation of QM frameworks and digital
transformation, quality culture and organizational dynamics, and performance evalu-
ation and external accountability. Studies situated in emerging and developing country
contexts additionally highlighted external quality requirements, adaptation of estab-
lished frameworks, institutional capacity for implementation, and supporting informa-
tion systems. The four dimensions were integrated into a conceptual model spanning
strategic, operational, organizational, and evaluation levels. Overall, the results place
framework adoption within a broader organizational context by highlighting the con-
ditions under which quality arrangements are implemented and sustained. For insti-
tutional leaders and quality managers, this suggests assessing whether formal arrange-
ments become embedded in organizational practice and inform subsequent decisions.

Keywords quality management, higher education, quality culture,
institutional governance, digital transformation,
bibliometric mapping, conceptual synthesis

JEL Classification 123,128, M10, L15

INTRODUCTION

Quality management (QM) in higher education is examined through
multiple, partly overlapping conceptual perspectives. Quality assur-
ance, accreditation, quality culture, educational quality, institutional
effectiveness, performance measurement, and continuous improve-
ment address related aspects of institutional quality but differ in scope
and function and should not be treated as interchangeable (Elassy,
2015; Manatos et al., 2017; Harvey, 2024). This conceptual heterogene-
ity complicates the synthesis of how QM has been studied and how its
findings relate to the wider institutional quality agenda.

A related issue concerns the relationship between formal quality ar-
rangements and their implementation in higher education institu-
tions. Studies indicate that quality assurance and management proce-
dures can support evaluation, organizational learning, and improve-
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ment, but may also become compliance-oriented or remain weakly connected to academic practice, so
that formal structures and their substantive implementation are analytically distinct (Newton, 2000;
Stensaker, 2003; Cardoso et al., 2019; Seyfried et al., 2019).

The research problem therefore lies in the fragmentation of research on QM and the limited integra-
tion of the perspectives through which it has been examined. Different theoretical, organizational, and
managerial perspectives have often been studied separately, and their relationships remain only par-
tially synthesized. Clarifying how these perspectives relate to one another within the bounded body of
higher education research that explicitly adopts the language of quality management is necessary for a
more coherent understanding of how QM is conceptualized and implemented across different institu-

tional contexts.

1. LITERATURE REVIEW

The conceptual fragmentation surrounding QM
begins with the contested meaning of quality it-
self. Harvey and Green (1993) distinguished quali-
ty as exceptional, perfection or consistency, fitness
for purpose, value for money, and transformation;
a later reassessment confirmed the continuing
relevance of these formulations while emphasiz-
ing that quality, standards, assurance, and culture
should not be treated as interchangeable concepts
(Harvey, 2024).

In this study, quality management (QM) refers
to the coordinated institutional policies, struc-
tures, processes, data practices, and cultural ar-
rangements through which a higher education
institution sets quality objectives, assures stan-
dards, evaluates performance, and supports con-
tinuous improvement across its core activities.
Educational quality denotes the attribute or judg-
ment being pursued; quality assurance (QA) com-
prises internal and external processes intended to
provide confidence that standards are maintained
and enhanced; accreditation is a formal external
recognition mechanism; quality culture concerns
the shared values and practices that sustain im-
provement; and institutional effectiveness and
performance refer to assessed organizational re-
sults. These concepts interact with QM but are not
treated as synonymous with, or simply subsumed
within, it (Elassy, 2015; Manatos et al., 2017;
Sarrico, 2022).

These distinctions also delimit the object of the
present review. The analysis focuses on higher ed-
ucation research retrieved through explicit use of
quality management terminology, while adjacent
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literature on QA, accreditation, quality culture, and
institutional effectiveness provides conceptual con-
text for interpreting this bounded body of research.
This boundary defines the scope of the review and
the interpretation of its findings.

The operational roots of QM in higher educa-
tion lie partly in the transfer of approaches devel-
oped in industrial and commercial settings. Total
Quality Management (TQM), ISO 9000/9001, the
European Foundation for Quality Management
(EFQM) model, the Malcolm Baldrige framework,
and related continuous-improvement approaches
introduced a vocabulary of process control, stake-
holder orientation, leadership commitment, mea-
surement, and iterative improvement (Owlia &
Aspinwall, 1997; Tari & Dick, 2016; Papanthymou
& Darra, 2017). Their application to universities,
however, has long been contested. Academic orga-
nizations combine multiple functions, disciplinary
structures, professional autonomy, and academic
judgment. Mechanical transfer of industrial mod-
els may therefore privilege documentation, proce-
dural consistency, and managerial control over the
substantive purposes of teaching, learning, and
research (Becket & Brookes, 2008; Manatos et al.,
2017). The literature consequently emphasizes ad-
aptation: quality models become meaningful when
aligned with institutional missions, governance ar-
rangements, and academic work.

This broader perspective brings internal QA, exter-
nal review, accreditation, governance, and organi-
zational learning into the same analytical setting.
External quality regimes can increase transparency
and formalize expectations, while internal systems
can connect evaluation evidence to program review,
resource allocation, and improvement. Yet the same

http://dx.doi.org/10.21511/kpm.10(3).2026.14



procedures can become detached from academic
practice. Research on quality monitoring and in-
ternal QA identifies a persistent tension between
accountability and enhancement: review processes
may stimulate reflection and organizational learn-
ing, but they may also generate administrative bur-
den and ritualized compliance when staff experi-
ence them mainly as externally imposed require-
ments (Newton, 2000; Stensaker, 2003; Cardoso et
al., 2019). Dill (1995) similarly showed that quality
assurance arrangements differ in the balance they
strike between external control and institutional
responsibility. Comparative evidence further in-
dicates that national and institutional contexts in-
fluence how common quality assurance standards
are interpreted and implemented (Alzafari & Ursin,
2019). The literature therefore frames QM as a con-
text-dependent organizational arrangement whose
implementation varies across institutional settings.

Institutional theory helps explain why formal
adoption and substantive implementation may di-
verge. Universities operate under regulatory, nor-
mative, and mimetic pressures and may adopt
visible quality structures partly to demonstrate
legitimacy. Formal conformity, however, does not
necessarily mean that these structures become inte-
grated into routine academic work. Evidence from
German higher education suggests that institu-
tional pressures were important for adopting QM,
whereas leadership and institutional entrepreneur-
ship were more consequential for implementation
and perceived effectiveness (Seyfried et al., 2019).
Organizational learning perspectives complement
this account by focusing on whether evaluation
information is interpreted, communicated, and in-
corporated into institutional decisions. Evidence
from universities responding to QA reform shows
that institutional change and organizational learn-
ing develop through interactions between organi-
zational practices and individual learning process-
es (Q. Liu & L. Liu, 2018). From this perspective,
formal quality arrangements become substantively
embedded as centrally defined policies are trans-
lated into routines that are meaningful within aca-
demic units.

Research on quality culture develops the same
problem from a different direction. Quality culture
combines structural and managerial arrangements
with shared values, commitment, trust, commu-

http://dx.doi.org/10.21511/kpm.10(3).2026.14

Knowledge and Performance Management, Volume 10, Issue 3, 2026

nication, participation, and collective responsibil-
ity for improvement (Harvey & Stensaker, 2008;
Bendermacher et al., 2017; Ehlers, 2009). Empirical
efforts to operationalize quality culture likewise
emphasize institution-specific shared attitudes
and commitment to quality alongside formal QA
mechanisms (Sattler & Sonntag, 2018). Quality
culture complements formal QA by addressing
the conditions under which formal arrangements
become embedded in everyday academic practice.
Leadership matters, but a purely top-down ap-
proach may reinforce perceptions of quality work
as managerial control. Staff engagement, credible
feedback loops, opportunities for participation, and
space for professional judgment are therefore cen-
tral to implementation (Cronemyr et al., 2017). This
perspective shifts attention from whether an insti-
tution possesses quality instruments to how those
instruments are enacted and sustained, and cau-
tions against treating documented procedures as
evidence of effectiveness.

Performance measurement adds another layer to
this debate. Universities increasingly operate with
indicators, rankings, dashboards, student feed-
back, research metrics, and other forms of perfor-
mance data. Such information can support diagno-
sis, benchmarking, and institutional learning, but
it can also narrow attention toward what is read-
ily measurable and create reporting burdens when
indicators are used mainly for external control
(Sarrico, 2022). Beerkens (2022) argues that the ex-
pansion of performance data changes not only the
amount of information available but also the gover-
nance relationships through which academic work
is monitored. Accreditation and external QA thus
sit within a broader accountability architecture in
which evidence can serve both improvement and
control. The central issue is whether measurement
systems connect evidence to decision-making with-
out reducing quality to what is easily quantified.

Digitalization intensifies both the opportunities
and tensions associated with performance-based
QM. Web-based quality management systems can
support more integrated data management than de-
centralized arrangements (Zgodavova et al., 2015),
while centralized analytics have been explored as
a means of coordinating evidence across multiple
accreditation and quality requirements (Tran &
Kuula, 2023). Quality 4.0 extends this development
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through the integration of data analytics, automa-
tion, and other Industry 4.0 technologies into insti-
tutional quality processes (Lodi et al., 2022; Wawak
et al., 2024). Yet digital tools do not remove the or-
ganizational problems identified in earlier QA and
quality culture research. Their contribution de-
pends on how information systems are connected
to institutional processes and decision-making.

Existing reviews have clarified important parts
of this knowledge base, but they have addressed
distinct segments of the literature. Tari and Dick
(2016) mapped trends in QM research; Manatos
et al. (2017) examined the integration of QM prin-
ciples and practices within higher education insti-
tutions; Papanthymou and Darra (2017) reviewed
prominent approaches; and Nasim et al. (2020) syn-
thesized two decades of TQM research. Collectively,
these reviews address both individual quality ap-
proaches and broader organizational and institu-
tional questions, but the relevant perspectives re-
main dispersed across technical, governance, cul-
tural, performance, and digital strands. Recent
work on performance data and Quality 4.0 further
extends the literature beyond the main period cov-
ered by several earlier syntheses (Beerkens, 2022;
Wawak et al., 2024).

A further unresolved issue concerns the contex-
tual transferability of QM arrangements across
higher education systems. Regulatory structures,
institutional capacity, and resource conditions
differ across national settings, potentially affect-
ing how common quality approaches are inter-
preted and implemented. Comparative work on
QA agencies shows that autonomy, accountability,
and regulatory arrangements vary across regions
and national systems (Hou et al., 2015; Juanatey
et al., 2021). Country-focused research likewise
suggests that QM develops through nationally
specific reform trajectories; Hartono (2024), for
example, reviews university quality management
research in Indonesia. Evidence from Kazakhstan
also points to the importance of institutional re-
form, stakeholder expectations, and organiza-
tional capacity in the pursuit of academic excel-
lence (Kudaibergenova et al., 2025; Zhidebekkyzy
et al., 2026). Together, these studies indicate that
QM implementation in these country contexts is
shaped by regulatory pressure, institutional ca-
pacity, and local governance.
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The literature therefore reveals several unresolved
tensions. First, QM is discussed alongside quality
assurance, accreditation, quality culture, and insti-
tutional effectiveness, yet the conceptual boundar-
ies among these areas remain inconsistent. Second,
the literature continues to contrast formal adoption
with substantive implementation and external ac-
countability with internally driven improvement.
Third, the implementation and operation of com-
mon quality frameworks appear to vary with in-
stitutional governance, organizational culture, and
resource conditions, raising questions about their
transferability across higher education systems.
Previous reviews have clarified important compo-
nents of this knowledge base, but these perspectives
remain only partially integrated, while the contex-
tual conditions shaping their implementation also
remain unevenly synthesized.

Against this background, the study aims to examine
the structure of higher education research retrieved
through explicit quality management terminology
and to conceptually integrate the recurrent organi-
zational issues discussed within this bounded body
of literature. It addresses the following research
questions:

RQI: What bibliometric patterns characterize
Scopus-indexed higher education research
retrieved through explicit quality manage-
ment terminology between 2004 and 2025?

RQ2: How can the recurrent issues discussed in the
retained studies be conceptually organized
into higher-order dimensions of quality
management in higher education?

RQ3: What context-specific implementation pat-
terns are discussed in studies conducted in
emerging and developing country contexts?

2. METHOD

2.1. Review design and analytical
scope

This study combines bibliometric mapping with a

thematic conceptual synthesis. Literature retriev-

al and screening followed predefined procedures
informed by PRISMA 2020 (Page et al., 2021).

http://dx.doi.org/10.21511/kpm.10(3).2026.14



Bibliometric mapping characterized the retrieved
Scopus corpus, while the conceptual synthesis ex-
amined recurrent organizational issues within the
retained Level 2 studies.

The study operationalizes this boundary through
a search focused on explicit quality management
terminology. Accordingly, Level 1 characterizes
the retrieved Scopus corpus and addresses RQl,
while Level 2 addresses RQ2 and RQ3 through
conceptual synthesis.

2.2. Search strategy and screening

Bibliographic records were retrieved from Scopus
in mid-January 2026. Scopus was used because
its structured bibliographic and citation meta-
data support large-scale bibliometric analysis
(Mongeon & Paul-Hus, 2016). The search was ap-
plied to titles, abstracts, and keywords using:

TITLE-ABS-KEY (“quality management” AND
(“higher education” OR university*))

The exact expression “quality management” was
retained deliberately to operationalize the bound-
ed research object defined in this study. The search
covered publications from 2004 through 2025 and
initially returned 8,460 records.

Records were restricted to English-language articles,
reviews, book chapters, books, and conference pa-
pers published between 2004 and 2025, leaving 6,318
records. Restriction to Social Sciences; Business,
Management and Accounting; and Decision Sciences
yielded 1,829 records, which constituted the Level
1 corpus used for bibliometric mapping. Because
Scopus assigns subject areas at the source level rather
than the article level, some medical-education publi-
cations remained in this corpus.

Two reviewers assessed record eligibility using titles,
abstracts, and keywords. Publications focused pri-
marily on clinical quality improvement, medical-
education pedagogy without a higher education
quality management focus, or course-level teaching
interventions were excluded, leaving 1,199 records.
Studies from medical-education settings were
not excluded solely on the basis of context and re-
mained eligible when they addressed quality man-
agement at the higher education institution level.

http://dx.doi.org/10.21511/kpm.10(3).2026.14
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Among the 1,199 records, studies were retained
for Level 2 when the title, abstract, and keyword
information indicated quality management as the
primary analytical focus and sufficient conceptual,
theoretical, or empirical relevance for cross-study
interpretation. Records in which QM appeared on-
ly as descriptive context or a secondary aspect were
not retained. This resulted in 159 retained studies.
Differences in eligibility judgments were resolved
through discussion and consensus. Table 1 sum-
marizes the eligibility criteria and analytical scope.

Table 1. Eligibility criteria and analytical scope

Criterion Inclusion / analytical boundary
.... Publica}jpn per?pﬁd 2004-2025
Language { English

i Articles, reviews, book chapters, books,
i and conference papers

Social Sciences; Business, Management
i and Accounting; Decision Sciences

Clinical quality improvement, medical-
i education pedagogy, and course-level
teaching interventions without a higher
education quality management focus

i Quality management as the primary

i analytical focus and sufficient conceptual,
theoretical, or empirical material for
cross-study interpretation

£1,829 records used for bibliometric
i mapping (RQ1)

Level 1

159 studies used for thematic conceptual

Level 2 synthesis (RQ2 and RQ3)

2.3. Bibliometric mapping

The Level 1 corpus (N = 1,829) was analyzed us-
ing Bibliometrix/Biblioshiny (Aria & Cuccurullo,
2017), following established principles of biblio-
metric analysis (Donthu et al., 2021). The analysis
covered annual scientific production, source- and
country-level publication patterns, selected key-
word frequencies, and strategic thematic mapping.
All outputs are interpreted with reference to the
retrieved Scopus corpus.

The Level 1 metadata retain some medical-educa-
tion publications and generic indexed terms such
as human, humans, and article. These features are
treated as characteristics of the retrieved corpus
and were not used in the Level 2 conceptual syn-
thesis. Because the dataset was retrieved in mid-
January 2026, the 2025 publication count may also
be affected by Scopus indexing lag.
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Records identified from
Scopus
(n = 8,460)

Records removed before
screening:
Year, language, and

v

Records after initial eligibility
filters
(n =6,318)

Y

Records included in Level 1
bibliometric mapping and
assessed for Level 2 eligibility
(n=1,829)

Y

document type filtering
(n =2,142)

Records excluded after
subject area refinement
(n = 4,489)

Records excluded as
outside the review scope
| (clinical quality improvement,

)

Records assessed for
contribution to conceptual
synthesis

(n =1,199)

Y

Studies included in thematic
conceptual synthesis (Level 2)
(n =159)

medical education pedagogy,
course-level interventions)
(n = 630)

Records not retained for
conceptual synthesis
(quality management
addressed only as descriptive
context or a secondary
aspect; insufficient relevance
for cross-study conceptual
interpretation based on title,
abstract, and keyword
screening)

(n = 1,040)

Figure 1. PRISMA-informed flow diagram for bibliometric
mapping and thematic conceptual synthesis

2.4.Thematic conceptual synthesis

The 159 retained studies were reviewed in full text
using a structured extraction matrix recording
each study’s primary analytical focus and reason
for inclusion. Through iterative comparison, con-
ceptually related study-level analytical focuses
were grouped into the four higher-order dimen-
sions presented in Section 3.2. These dimensions
represent interpretive and non-exclusive concep-
tual groupings intended to clarify relationships
among organizational issues across heterogeneous
studies.

For RQ3, contextual information reported in the
retained studies was compared to identify recur-
rent implementation patterns discussed in studies
conducted in emerging and developing country
contexts. The expression “emerging and develop-
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ing country contexts” is used descriptively for the
national settings represented in the RQ3 evidence
base and does not denote a separate classification
of higher education systems.

Figure 1 presents the complete selection flow and
record counts.

3. RESULTS

3.1. Bibliometric characteristics of the
retrieved corpus (RQ1)

The bibliometric analysis of the Level 1 corpus (N
= 1,829) describes publication, source, geographic,
keyword, and thematic patterns in Scopus-indexed
research retrieved through explicit quality manage-
ment terminology between 2004 and 2025.

http://dx.doi.org/10.21511/kpm.10(3).2026.14



160 1

1201

801

Number of publications

401

Knowledge and Performance Management, Volume 10, Issue 3, 2026

2000 2005 2010

2015 2020 2025

Year

Figure 2. Annual scientific production in the retrieved Scopus corpus, 2004-2025

3.1.1. Publication activity

Annual scientific production increased over the
study period (Figure 2). The corpus contains 25
publications in 2004 and 81 in 2014. Annual out-
put increased more strongly during the second
half of the period, rising from 65 publications in
2015 to a peak of 157 in 2019. Publication counts
subsequently remained at approximately 100-110
records per year. Because the dataset was retrieved
in mid-January 2026, the 2025 figure may still be
affected by Scopus indexing lag and should be in-
terpreted cautiously.

3.1.2. Publication sources

The most productive sources include journals spe-
cializing in quality and quality assurance in edu-
cation, such as Quality Assurance in Education,
Quality in Higher Education, The TQM Journal,
and Total Quality Management and Business
Excellence. Medical-education outlets, including
Academic Medicine and the Journal of Surgical
Education, are also represented among produc-
tive sources. Their presence reflects the scope of
the search strategy and Scopus source-level clas-
sification: publications from medical-education
settings remained in the Level 1 corpus when they
met the bibliographic criteria, whereas clinical
quality-improvement, medical-education peda-
gogy, and course-level studies outside the review
scope were subsequently removed during Level 2
screening.

http://dx.doi.org/10.21511/kpm.10(3).2026.14

3.1.3. Geographic distribution

Country-level publication patterns show a geo-
graphically concentrated but internationally dis-
tributed corpus (Figure 3). The United States
accounts for 1,054 publications, followed by
the United Kingdom (181), Germany, China,
Canada, and Australia. Indonesia (106), India
(103), Malaysia (97), Ukraine (82), and South
Africa (55) are also among the more productive
countries, with Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Pakistan,
and Kazakhstan also represented in the dataset.
Citation patterns do not correspond directly to
publication volume: countries with fewer publi-
cations, including the United Kingdom and the
Netherlands, show higher average citation levels
per publication, while India and the United Arab
Emirates also display comparatively strong cita-
tion averages. These geographic patterns provide
descriptive context for the implementation issues
considered in Section 3.3.

3.1.4. Keyword patterns

High-frequency terms reflect the coexistence of
several quality-related vocabularies within the re-
trieved corpus. Total quality management is the
most frequent term (614 occurrences), followed by
quality management (529), education (373), higher
education (364), quality improvement (310), stu-
dents (211), and quality assurance (178). These fre-
quencies indicate that TQM-derived terminology
remains prominent, while quality assurance, im-
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Figure 3. Country scientific production in the retrieved Scopus corpus

provement, and student-related terminology also
form a substantial part of the retrieved publica-
tion set. Generic Scopus-indexed terms and medi-
cally oriented descriptors were treated as metada-
ta features influenced partly by database indexing
conventions and were not used as substantive the-
matic indicators.

Thematic structure. The strategic thematic map
generated in Biblioshiny provides a relational view
of themes within the retrieved corpus based on
centrality and density (Figure 4). Quality assur-
ance and quality management systems occupy the
motor-theme quadrant, indicating relatively high
centrality and development within the mapped
dataset. Quality management and assessment ap-
pear as a basic theme, while the TQM and higher

quality improvement

education institutions cluster is positioned closer
to the center of the map. Quality improvement,
marketing, and medical education form a more
specialized cluster. These positions characterize
the internal thematic structure of the retrieved
corpus.

3.2. Conceptual organization of
recurrent research areas (RQ2)

The thematic conceptual synthesis of the 159 re-
tained studies organized recurrent research is-
sues into four higher-order dimensions of quality
management in higher education: strategic lead-
ership and governance; implementation of QM
frameworks and digital transformation; quality
culture and organizational dynamics; and per-

quality assurance

quality management systems

medical education

‘higher education institutions

tgm

Development degree
(Density)

evaluation

Emerging or
erging or

eclining

___________________________________________________________________

quality management

assessment

nnovation ||

quality culture

Relevance degree
(Centrality)

Figure 4. Strategic thematic map of the retrieved Scopus corpus (N = 1,829)
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formance evaluation and external accountabil-
ity. Conceptually related study-level analytical fo-
cuses were compared iteratively and grouped at a
higher level of abstraction. Table 2 illustrates the
relationship between these analytical focuses and
the four dimensions, while Figure 5 integrates the
dimensions into a conceptual model of quality
management in higher education.

The first dimension brings together studies con-
cerned with strategic direction, leadership com-
mitment, governance arrangements, responsibility,
and integrating quality management into institu-
tional decision-making. Research on quality man-
agement systems emphasizes leadership involve-
ment and strategic alignment in implementation
(Burli et al., 2012; Ozsen et al., 2023). Leadership
approaches also differ in how they combine vi-
sion, participation, empowerment, procedural
coordination, and organizational control (Lauer
& Wilkesmann, 2017). Osseo-Asare et al. (2005),
examining 42 UK higher education institutions,
noted that the relationship between leadership
practices and sustained quality outcomes was
not straightforward. Taken together, the studies
grouped within this dimension position leader-
ship and governance at the strategic level, where
quality objectives, priorities, responsibilities, and
institutional commitment are established.

The second dimension concerns the mechanisms
through which quality objectives are translated

Knowledge and Performance Management, Volume 10, Issue 3, 2026

into organizational processes and management
practices. The retained studies examine a range
of approaches, including TQM, ISO-based qual-
ity systems, EFQM and other excellence models,
process-oriented improvement methods, and in-
tegrated quality management systems. Their ap-
plication varies across higher education contexts.
Calvo-Mora et al. (2006), for example, examine
EFQM enablers in university management, while
Hu et al. (2024) identify the use of ISO 9000, TQM,
and EFQM in their review of quality management
in Chinese academic libraries.

Digital technologies extend this operational dimen-
sion by supporting the collection, integration, and
use of quality-related information. Web-based sys-
tems can facilitate the management of quality infor-
mation across institutional processes (Zgodavova
et al,, 2015), while centralized analytics can help
coordinate evidence across multiple accreditation
requirements (Tran & Kuula, 2023). Quality 4.0 re-
search further examines how analytics, automation,
and other digital technologies can be incorporated
into higher education quality processes (Lodi et al.,
2022). These studies locate frameworks, standard-
ized processes, digital systems, and data capabili-
ties at the operational level of the model, providing
mechanisms through which quality objectives can
be implemented and monitored.

The third dimension addresses the organiza-
tional conditions under which formal quality

Table 2. Conceptual organization of representative study-level analytical focuses within four higher-

order dimensions

Higher-order dimension

Representative analytical focuses
in the retained studies

lllustrative studies

Strategic leadership and
governance

Implementation of QM
frameworks and digital
transformation

Quiality culture and
organizational dynamics

Performance evaluation and
external accountability

TQM implementation; ISO-based quality management;
EFQM and excellence models; digital quality :
management; Quality 4.0; quality analytics and

e 2CCTeditAtOD

Quality culture; quality culture and accreditation;
academic staff and quality culture; TQM and quality

i Culture; organizational engagement and change
i Performance measurement; accreditation outcomes;
benchmarking and performance excellence; internal and
external quality audits; accreditation and rankings

. Strategic quality management; institutional leadership; : Osseo-Asare et al. (2005); Burli et al. (2012);
i leadership and quality management; governance and
accreditation; leadership and TAM (2023)

i Lauer and Wilkesmann (2017); Ozsen et al.

Calvo-Mora et al. (2006); Zgodavova et al.
(2015); Lodi et al. (2022); Tran and Kuula
(2023); Hu et al. (2024)

Cronemyr et al. (2017); Bendermacher et al.
: (2017); Igbal et al. (2024)

Van Kemenade and Hardjono (2010);
Dumond and Johnson (2013); Sarrico (2022)

Note: The analytical aspects listed in the table reflect study-level information recorded during full-text review. The cited stud-

ies are illustrative rather than exhaustive.
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arrangements become embedded in academic
practice. Research on quality culture emphasizes
shared values, staff commitment, communica-
tion, participation, ownership, and organization-
al learning as complements to formal procedures
(Bendermacher et al., 2017). This perspective
draws attention to how quality arrangements are
interpreted and enacted by organizational mem-
bers and to the potential influence of professional
and disciplinary subcultures.

Empirical studies illustrate different aspects of
these relationships. Igbal et al. (2024), for example,
found that quality culture mediated the relation-
ship between accreditation and higher education
performance in their study of Pakistani univer-
sities. Other work emphasizes the behavioral ex-
pression of quality values and the importance of
translating general principles into organization-
al practice (Cronemyr et al., 2017). Resistance to
change and difficulties in staff engagement also
appear as implementation challenges in particular
settings, including the academic-library context

LEVEL

1. Strategic level
Strategic Leadership

& Governance

Implementation of
QM Frameworks &

examined by Hu et al. (2024). The studies grouped
within this dimension therefore position quality
culture and organizational dynamics at the orga-
nizational level, concerned with how formal qual-
ity arrangements are accepted, interpreted, and
sustained in everyday practice.

The fourth dimension encompasses mechanisms
through which quality-related performance is as-
sessed, compared, and subject to external scru-
tiny. The retained studies address accreditation,
internal and external quality review, performance
measurement, indicators, benchmarking, rank-
ings, student feedback, and related evaluation ar-
rangements. Dumond and Johnson (2013), for ex-
ample, examine alternative quality and accredita-
tion approaches in university business education,
while Igbal et al. (2024) investigate relationships
among accreditation, quality culture, and institu-
tional performance.

The literature also highlights tensions associated
with evaluation and accountability. Performance

CONTRIBUTION TO
INSTITUTIONAL QUALITY

Y

KEY FOCUS

3. Organizational level

4. Evaluation level
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Digital
Transformation

ity Culture &
Organizational
Dynamics

Performance
Evaluation
& External
Accountability

Improved Institutional Quality

Enhanced educational outcomes, stakeholder satisfaction,
organizational performance and societal impact through
continuous improvement

« Vision, mission and strategic direction for quality Sets strategic direction,

« Transformational and ethical leadership * drives commitment, and

« Stakeholder engagement and accountability creates the conditions for

* Resource allocation and policy alignment quality
~_J

) / A

« Adoption of QM frameworks (ISO, EFQM, TQM, Rt s, s

etc.) i

« Standardization of processes and documentation —’ i‘dl:ﬁ:;zazb:fg?té?

« Digital systems, analytics and Quality 4.0 uzlit R —

+ Data-driven decision-making q Y P!
~_J

q P Enables the

« Shared values and norms supporting quality . o .

+ Employee engagement and ownership » Eﬁg:';znac}'gﬂsiﬁfhw

« Learning orientation and collaboration uality practices across

* Managing resistance and subcultures ?he inztﬁution
N~/
Y

* Measurement and evaluation of outcomes and Generates evidence of

processes * performance, drives

« Accreditation and external quality assurance improvement and

+ Feedback loops and benchmarking enhances accountability
~__J

Figure 5. Conceptual model of quality management in higher education
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information can support diagnosis, benchmark-
ing, and improvement, but indicators may become
fragmented across institutional systems or gener-
ate additional reporting demands when weakly
connected to decision-making (Sarrico, 2022).
Research on external quality arrangements like-
wise points to tensions between control-oriented
approaches and approaches intended to encour-
age organizational commitment and improve-
ment (Van Kemenade & Hardjono, 2010). This di-
mension therefore represents the evaluation level,
where evidence is generated to assess performance,
demonstrate accountability, and inform subse-
quent quality management decisions.

Figure 5 integrates the four dimensions into a
conceptual model organized across four levels.
Strategic leadership and governance operate at the
strategic level, establishing direction and respon-
sibility for quality. Implementation of QM frame-
works and digital transformation represents the
operational level, providing structures, processes,
and data capabilities. Quality culture and orga-
nizational dynamics represent the organizational
level through which formal arrangements are in-
terpreted and embedded in practice. Performance
evaluation and external accountability operate at
the evaluation level, generating evidence for as-
sessment, accountability, and improvement.

The ordering of these levels provides an integra-
tive sequence linking strategic direction, opera-
tional implementation, organizational embedding,
and evaluation. Improved institutional quality
is positioned as the intended outcome, while the
feedback loop represents the use of evaluation and
performance information in subsequent cycles of
strategic and operational decision-making. The
model therefore provides an integrative struc-
ture for examining these relationships empirically
across different institutional settings.

3.3. Quality management in emerging
and developing country contexts

(RQ3)

The Level 1 bibliometric results show that sever-
al emerging and developing countries are repre-
sented among the more productive countries in
the retrieved Scopus corpus. The retained Level 2
studies situated in these contexts provide a more

http://dx.doi.org/10.21511/kpm.10(3).2026.14
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differentiated picture of how quality management
arrangements are implemented. Across these
studies, implementation is discussed through four
recurrent context-sensitive issues: external qual-
ity requirements, adaptation of established frame-
works, institutional capacity for implementation,
and supporting information systems.

Accreditation and formal quality assurance re-
quirements constitute important reference points
in several of these settings. In Vietnam, accredita-
tion was reported to affect multiple areas of univer-
sity management, including academic programs,
teaching, staff, learners, facilities, and the use of
accreditation results for improvement (Nguyen
& Ta, 2018). In Pakistan, Igbal et al. (2024) iden-
tified relationships between accreditation, qual-
ity culture, and institutional performance, with
quality culture mediating the association be-
tween accreditation and performance. Evidence
from Uzbekistan provides another Central Asian
example: Magrupov et al. (2015) describe imple-
menting a quality management system alongside
program accreditation at Tashkent State Technical
University. These studies suggest that external
quality requirements can structure institutional
quality processes, but their implications depend
on how they are translated into internal organiza-
tional arrangements.

A recurring pattern is adapting established
quality frameworks to local institutional con-
ditions. Hu et al. (2024), for example, docu-
ment the use of ISO 9000, TQM, and EFQM in
Chinese academic libraries alongside challeng-
es related to staff engagement, organizational
change, resources, and external requirements.
In Indonesia, Universitas Terbuka adapted an
external quality assurance framework to its in-
stitutional setting through staff participation,
internal assessment, external review, bench-
marking, and integration into institutional
planning (Belawati & Zuhairi, 2007). Randa
(2020) likewise discusses internationally es-
tablished approaches, including EFQM, the
Baldrige framework, and ISO-based systems, in
relation to quality management needs in Sub-
Saharan African business schools. Across these
settings, recognized frameworks are interpret-
ed, adjusted, and embedded in different ways
within particular institutional environments.
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Institutional capacity is closely connected to this
process. Research on the private university sec-
tor in Bangladesh examines the transition from
quality policy formulation to institutional imple-
mentation, illustrating the organizational work
required to move from formal arrangements to
institutional practice (Blanco Ramirez & Jahirul
Haque, 2016). In Indonesia, Farida et al. (2019) ex-
amine a national program designed to accelerate
implementation of internal quality assurance sys-
tems in private universities where implementation
remained limited. In Tanzania, Mgaiwa (2021)
examines leadership strategies for addressing in-
stitutional quality assurance challenges in private
universities. Taken together, these studies give
empirical substance to the distinction between
formal quality requirements and their substantive
implementation. Formal adoption alone does not
determine the extent to which quality arrange-
ments become embedded in organizational prac-
tice; implementation also depends on leadership,
staff engagement, organizational capacity, and in-
stitutional routines.

Several of these implementation studies are situ-
ated specifically within private higher education,
including research from Bangladesh, Indonesia,
and Tanzania (Blanco Ramirez & Jahirul Haque,
2016; Farida et al., 2019; Mgaiwa, 2021). These
studies illustrate private higher education as one
context in which implementation challenges are
examined, particularly in relation to governance
and expanding private provision.

Information and digital capabilities form another
part of the implementation environment. In South
Africa, Mlangeni and Ruhode (2017) identify chal-
lenges involving data access, quality, integration,
metadata, and lifecycle management in merged and
collaborating institutions, illustrating the organiza-
tional requirements of data-informed management.
In Peru, Aguilar-Alonso et al. (2020) examine digi-
tal platforms in connection with accreditation-ori-
ented quality management processes. These stud-
ies indicate that digital infrastructure can support
quality management, but its contribution depends
on the institutional capacity to integrate informa-
tion systems with governance and quality processes.

Across the retained studies, the implementation
of quality management in these settings is repeat-
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edly discussed in relation to four conditions: ex-
ternal quality requirements that structure institu-
tional processes, adaptation of established frame-
works to local conditions, institutional capacity
for implementation, and supporting information
systems. Together, these findings point to context-
specific variation in how broadly recognizable
quality management arrangements are interpret-
ed and enacted across regulatory, organizational,
resource, and technological conditions.

4. DISCUSSION

The two components of this review provide
complementary views of quality management
research in higher education. The bibliometric
mapping shows an expanding and internation-
ally distributed Scopus corpus in which TQM-
derived terminology remains prominent along-
side quality assurance, quality improvement,
and other quality-related vocabularies. The con-
ceptual synthesis complements this bibliometric
picture by showing that the retained studies ad-
dress organizational concerns extending beyond
the application of individual tools or frame-
works. Previous reviews have examined the in-
tegration of quality management principles into
higher education institutions, the development
of TQM research, prominent quality approach-
es, and broader trends in the literature (Tari &
Dick, 2016; Manatos et al., 2017; Papanthymou
& Darra, 2017; Nasim et al., 2020). The present
review differs primarily in analytical integra-
tion: it combines mapping of a bounded corpus
with a conceptual organization of recurrent con-
cerns across strategic governance, implementa-
tion mechanisms, organizational dynamics, and
evaluation. This makes visible the relationships
among strands of research that have often been
examined separately.

A central issue connecting these strands is the
distinction between formal quality arrangements
and their substantive implementation. Earlier re-
search has shown that quality systems can sup-
port evaluation, organizational learning, and
improvement, but can also become compliance-
oriented or weakly connected to academic prac-
tice (Newton, 2000; Stensaker, 2003; Cardoso
et al., 2019). The findings of this review offer a
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broader organizational interpretation of this dis-
tinction. Leadership and strategic commitment
can establish direction, while formal frame-
works, accreditation requirements, and digital
systems provide structures through which qual-
ity processes are organized; however, their insti-
tutional significance depends on how they are
interpreted, enacted, and incorporated into rou-
tine practice. This is consistent with the relatively
loose relationship between leadership practices
and quality outcomes reported by Osseo-Asare
et al. (2005) and with the evidence from emerg-
ing and developing country contexts in Section
3.3, where external quality requirements and
framework adaptation interact with institutional
capacity, leadership, staff engagement, organiza-
tional routines, and supporting information sys-
tems. The findings therefore shift attention from
framework adoption alone to the organizational
conditions under which quality arrangements
are implemented and sustained. They also rein-
force the distinction between accountability and
improvement: accreditation, measurement, and
external review may generate useful evidence,
but their contribution to institutional learning
depends on whether that evidence is subsequent-
ly connected to organizational decision-making.

Knowledge and Performance Management, Volume 10, Issue 3, 2026

Figure 5 brings these observations together across
the four levels of the conceptual model, providing
an organizational view of how the dimensions are
connected. Strategic leadership and governance es-
tablish direction and responsibility; implementa-
tion of QM frameworks and digital transformation
provides operational mechanisms; quality culture
and organizational dynamics concern how formal
arrangements are interpreted and embedded in
practice; and performance evaluation and exter-
nal accountability generate evidence for assessment
and subsequent decisions. The feedback relation-
ship highlights the organizational use of evalua-
tion evidence as a mechanism supporting continu-
ous improvement. Digitalization may strengthen
this connection by improving the integration and
availability of quality-related information, but the
reviewed literature does not yet establish whether
increasingly data-enabled quality systems produce
substantive changes in institutional practice or pri-
marily improve information management and re-
porting. For institutional leaders and quality man-
agers, this implies that investment in accreditation,
formal frameworks, or digital infrastructure should
be accompanied by attention to governance respon-
sibilities, staff engagement, organizational routines,
and the use of evidence after formal evaluation.

Table 3. Directions for future research derived from the review

Dimension

Gap identified in the review

Suggested research question

Leadership is repeatedly associated with QM

‘ implementation, yet its relationship with quality outcomes

i is not straightforward, and leadership alone does not appear
i sufficient to embed quality arrangements in practice.

Strategic leadership and
governance

Under what governance conditions

i does leadership commitment translate
{into substantive and sustained changes
i in academic practice beyond formal

i compliance?

Implementation of QM
frameworks and digital
transformation

decision-making.

: Digital systems and analytics are used to integrate quality-

: related information and support quality and accreditation
processes, but the reviewed studies provide limited evidence
on how these capabilities affect institutional practice and

i Quality 4.0 systems transform quality
management practices beyond improving
i information management and process

{ efficiency?

Quality culture and
organizational dynamics
institution-wide quality practices.

Quality culture is linked to staff engagement, shared
i values, and the enactment of formal arrangements, while
professional and disciplinary subcultures may complicate

What enables formal quality arrangements
i to become embedded in everyday academic
practice?

i Performance information can support

Performance evaluation
and external accountability

: improvement but may remain fragmented across institutional
systems, while external quality processes can emphasize
control as well as organizational learning.

evaluation and

i Under what conditions do accreditatio
i and performance evaluation contribute
to substantive improvement beyond
procedural compliance?

Cross-cutting: institutional
context
across systems.

i The retained studies describe framework adaptation across
i diverse national and institutional settings, but evidence is
largely context-specific rather than directly comparative

i How does the adaptation of common Q

i arrangements differ across comparable
higher education systems and institutional
contexts?

Cross-cutting: conceptual
boundaries

Research explicitly framed as QM coexists with adjacent
literatures on quality assurance, accreditation, quality
culture, and institutional effectiveness, but their conceptual
and empirical overlap remains insufficiently mapped.

relate structurally, and to what extent
do they examine the same institutional
phenomena under different conceptual
vocabularies?
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The findings and analytical boundaries of this re-
view suggest several directions for future research.
Table 3 organizes these around the four dimen-
sions of the conceptual model and two cross-cut-
ting issues concerning contextual transferability
and conceptual boundaries.

This study has several limitations. The review was
based on English-language publications indexed
in Scopus and restricted to selected subject areas.
In addition, the search required explicit use of
quality management terminology; consequently,
relevant studies framed exclusively through adja-
cent concepts such as quality assurance, accredita-
tion, quality culture, or institutional effectiveness
may fall outside the retrieved corpus. Accordingly,

the bibliometric findings characterize this bound-
ed corpus. The 2025 publication count may also be
affected by Scopus indexing lag because the data
were retrieved in mid-January 2026.

The thematic conceptual synthesis integrates stud-
ies with heterogeneous designs, settings, and out-
comes and yields four non-exclusive conceptual
groupings; their relative importance and causal
ordering were not estimated. The RQ3 evidence
base prioritizes analytical relevance over geo-
graphic representation, so cross-context compar-
ison remains an important direction for future
research. Figure 5 provides an integrative concep-
tual structure for empirical examination across
institutional and national contexts.

CONCLUSION

The study aimed to examine the structure of Scopus-indexed quality management research in higher ed-
ucation and to conceptually integrate recurrent organizational issues within the retrieved body of litera-
ture. To address this aim, bibliometric mapping of 1,829 records published between 2004 and 2025 was
combined with a thematic conceptual synthesis of 159 retained studies. Publication activity expanded
over the period, while TQM-derived terminology remained prominent alongside quality assurance and
quality improvement vocabularies. The synthesis organized recurrent research concerns into four in-
terconnected dimensions: strategic leadership and governance, implementation of QM frameworks and
digital transformation, quality culture and organizational dynamics, and performance evaluation and
external accountability. Together, these dimensions provide an integrated organizational perspective on
quality management across strategic, operational, organizational, and evaluation levels.

Taken together, the findings shift attention from framework adoption alone to the organizational con-
ditions under which quality arrangements are implemented and sustained. Evidence from emerging
and developing country contexts further highlights external quality requirements, adaptation of estab-
lished frameworks, institutional capacity for implementation, and supporting information systems. For
institutional leaders and quality managers, this suggests that quality management initiatives should
be assessed not only by whether formal arrangements are in place, but also by whether they become
embedded in organizational practice and inform subsequent decisions. The conceptual model provides
an integrative structure for understanding how the main dimensions of quality management are con-
nected and offers a basis for future comparative and longitudinal research.
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