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Abstract 

This study adopts a case study design to explore peer reviewer experiences in Zimbabwe's 

institutional and academic audit contexts. By examining real-world audit processes within 

Zimbabwean universities, the study provides an in-depth analysis of how peer reviewers navigate 

their roles, interact with institutional stakeholders, and perceive the effectiveness of audit 

mechanisms. Using qualitative methods, including semi-structured interviews, focus group 

discussions, and document analysis, the research captures diverse perspectives on the challenges, 

opportunities, and implications of institutional audits. The findings offer valuable insights into the 

broader cultural, social, and institutional dynamics that shape quality assurance practices, 

contributing to the ongoing discourse on higher education improvement in Zimbabwe. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Introduction 
Institutional and academic audits play a pivotal role in ensuring quality assurance and driving 

continuous improvement in higher education worldwide. Internationally, these audits are 

conducted by external reviewers to assess the effectiveness, efficiency, and integrity of 

educational institutions, thereby ensuring compliance with established standards, identifying 

areas for improvement, and enhancing overall institutional performance (Harvey & Williams, 

2010). In many Western contexts, audits serve as a benchmarking tool, helping institutions to 

map their strengths and weaknesses and to implement strategies that foster long-term quality 

enhancement (Middlehurst, 2007; Salmi & Saroyan, 2007). For example, countries in Western 

Europe often employ dual approaches that include both institutional-wide and program-specific 

reviews, while in nations such as the United Kingdom and France, these audits may target both 

institutional processes and academic programs in depth. 

 

In Zimbabwe, the approach to quality assurance in higher education has been similarly 

influenced by international practices; however, significant contextual differences exist. The 

Zimbabwe Council for Higher Education (ZIMCHE) plays a central role in regulating and 

enhancing quality through institutional and academic audits (ZIMCHE, 2023). While the 

fundamental purpose of these audits—to evaluate internal quality assurance systems and promote 

continuous improvement—remains consistent with global standards, the Zimbabwean context 

introduces unique challenges. Resource constraints, differing institutional capacities, and local 

regulatory environments often necessitate adaptations of international audit frameworks. For 

instance, whereas institutional reviews in some Western settings may offer comprehensive 
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feedback at multiple levels, in Zimbabwe, the choice between broad institutional audits and more 

detailed program reviews involves important trade-offs. Institutional audits, though less 

resource-intensive, can sometimes provide limited feedback on academic programs, while more 

detailed program audits, despite offering richer insights, demand greater investment in time and 

resources (Vroeijenstijn, 1995). 

 

This study examines institutional and academic audit practices in selected universities in 

Zimbabwe using a case study approach. By focusing on specific institutions, the research provides 

a detailed, context-rich analysis of how audits are conducted, their effectiveness, and the 

challenges faced in ensuring quality assurance. The study also situates Zimbabwe’s audit 

framework within a broader international perspective, comparing it with quality assurance 

practices in Western higher education systems. While global models emphasise structured 

evaluation frameworks and robust resource allocation, Zimbabwean universities operate within a 

context of financial constraints, regulatory pressures, and institutional capacity challenges. These 

factors influence how audits are implemented, interpreted, and utilised for institutional 

improvement. Through interviews, focus groups, and document analysis, the study offers empirical 

insights into how institutional and academic audits shape quality assurance, accountability, and 

continuous improvement in Zimbabwean higher education. The findings provide valuable lessons 

on adapting international best practices to resource-constrained environments, highlighting both 

challenges and opportunities for enhancing audit effectiveness in Zimbabwe. 

 

Objective of the study 

• To examine the effectiveness of institutional and academic audits in enhancing quality 

assurance and continuous improvement in selected Zimbabwean universities. 

• To analyse the challenges and opportunities associated with institutional and academic 

audits in Zimbabwean universities, drawing comparisons with international best 

practices. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Academic audits have long served as an essential tool for quality assurance in higher education. 

Traditionally rooted in Western frameworks, these processes evaluate educational delivery, 

governance, and institutional performance (Harvey & Green, 1993; Tam, 2001). However, recent 

research indicates that the universal application of these models may not adequately capture the 

complexities of non-Western educational contexts, such as those in Zimbabwe (Chikondo & 

Masango, 2022). In light of digital transformation and evolving quality standards (Brown & 

Johnson, 2021; Smith et al., 2020), this review re-examines academic audits and peer review 

processes, emphasising the need for context-specific adaptations and methodological clarity. 

 

2. Overview of Academic Audits 

Academic audits are defined as systematic evaluations of the quality, integrity, and effectiveness 

of educational institutions. Early studies differentiated between “quality audits” (Harvey & 

Green, 1993) and “academic quality audits” (Harvey, 2002), with the former focusing on 

institutional governance and the latter on teaching and learning practices. Despite this 

differentiation, discrepancies in methodological descriptions and findings have raised concerns 

regarding the reliability and applicability of these audits (Tam, 2001; Dakovic & Gover, 2019). 

Recent analyses highlight that evolving technologies and data-driven approaches can enhance 
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audit processes; for example, digital audit tools now offer real-time monitoring and improved 

accuracy in assessing performance (Brown & Johnson, 2021; Smith et al., 2020). Nonetheless, 

literature calls for greater consistency in methods to ensure that audit outcomes truly reflect 

institutional strengths and weaknesses. 

 

Contextualising Audits in Zimbabwean Higher Education 

A significant shortfall in the extant literature is the limited attention given to the contextual 

specificities of Zimbabwean higher education. While many studies adopt Western quality 

assurance frameworks, such models often fail to account for local resource constraints, cultural 

norms, and governance challenges unique to Zimbabwe (Chikondo & Masango, 2022). For 

instance, issues such as fluctuating funding, political instability, and a rapidly changing 

technological landscape demand that audit methodologies be tailored to local needs. Recent 

research underscores the necessity of developing hybrid models that integrate international best 

practices with indigenous approaches, ensuring that evaluation metrics are both rigorous and 

contextually relevant (Knight & Lee, 2022). This localised approach not only improves the 

validity of audit findings but also enhances the strategic relevance of the recommendations 

provided to institutions. 

 

Peer Review and Audit Quality 

Peer review is integral to the academic audit process, providing an external perspective that can 

foster both accountability and continuous improvement (Harvey & Williams, 2010). However, 

challenges arise when reviewers face conflicts between collegiality and objective assessment, a 

tension that has been well documented in earlier studies (Newton, 2013; Skolnik, 2010). More 

recent contributions argue for enhanced training and clearer guidelines for peer evaluators to 

mitigate potential biases and ensure more robust outcomes (Knight & Lee, 2022). Moreover, 

emerging digital platforms for peer review have shown promise in increasing transparency and 

reducing subjectivity, which is particularly beneficial in contexts where institutional trust is low 

(Smith et al., 2020). The evolution of peer review mechanisms is now seen as critical to refining 

the overall audit process, thereby enhancing the credibility of quality assurance in higher 

education. 

 

Perceptions and Challenges of Quality Audit Practices 

Despite the benefits associated with academic audits, the literature reflects persistent challenges. 

There is an ongoing debate about whether these processes genuinely drive institutional 

improvement or simply enforce compliance with externally imposed standards (Middlehurst & 

Fielden, 2018; Danø & Stensaker, 2009). Recent studies indicate that a heavy focus on 

regulatory compliance can inadvertently stifle innovation and intrinsic motivation among 

academic staff (Debowski, 2021). Additionally, the application of standardized audit frameworks 

without adaptation to local contexts—especially in developing regions—can lead to 

recommendations that are misaligned with institutional realities (Chikondo & Masango, 2022). 

In response, scholars advocate for a more balanced approach that emphasizes both accountability 

and developmental support, ensuring that audits serve as catalysts for genuine improvement 

rather than mere bureaucratic exercises (Altbach & de Wit, 2020). 

 

The literature on academic audits reveals a dynamic field where traditional models are 

increasingly being challenged by new technological, methodological, and contextual demands. 



The Journal of Quality in Education (JoQiE) Vol.15, N°26, November 2025 

86 

 

The integration of digital tools, improved peer review training, and context-specific audit models 

are emerging trends that promise to enhance both the accuracy and relevance of audit outcomes 

(Brown & Johnson, 2021; Knight & Lee, 2022). For Zimbabwean higher education, in particular, 

there is a clear need for audit frameworks that reflect local challenges and opportunities. Future 

research should focus on developing and validating these tailored models, ensuring that 

academic audits not only meet international standards but also drive sustainable improvements in 

educational quality. 

 

In summary, while academic audits remain a cornerstone of quality assurance, their effectiveness 

is contingent upon methodological rigour and contextual adaptability. By incorporating current 

insights and addressing the unique challenges faced by institutions in diverse settings, future 

audit practices can better serve the goal of continuous institutional improvement. 

 

METHODOLOGY 
 

Research Design 

This study employed a case study design to examine institutional and academic audit practices in 

Zimbabwean universities, offering an in-depth, context-rich analysis of complex audit processes 

(Yin, 2018). Given the regulatory, cultural, and institutional dynamics influencing audits, this 

approach allowed for a holistic exploration of their effectiveness and challenges (Stake, 1995; 

Merriam, 2009). The study utilised multiple data sources, interviews, focus groups, and 

document analysis, to ensure methodological triangulation and a comprehensive understanding 

of quality assurance practices (Yin, 2018). 

 

Data Collection 

Three qualitative methods were used: semi-structured interviews, focus groups, and document 

analysis. Semi-structured interviews provided firsthand insights into peer reviewers’ experiences, 

balancing flexibility with structure (Creswell & Poth, 2016). Participants, selected through 

purposive sampling, included university management, quality assurance officers, and peer 

reviewers. Interviews explored perceptions of audit processes, strengths, weaknesses, and 

improvement areas. All interviews were recorded (with consent), transcribed, and anonymised. 

Focus group discussions captured diverse stakeholder perspectives, fostering dynamic exchanges 

on audit effectiveness (Morgan, 1996). Separate focus groups for faculty (examining impacts on 

teaching, learning, and policy) and students (exploring perceptions of audit outcomes) comprised 

6-8 participants each, using open-ended guiding questions. Discussions were recorded, 

transcribed, and thematically analysed. Document analysis examined institutional quality 

assurance policies, self-assessment reports, peer review reports, and ZIMCHE guidelines 

(Bowen, 2009). Content analysis identified themes, policy-practice gaps, and institutional 

responses, complementing interview and focus group findings. 

 

Data Analysis 

Thematic analysis followed Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-step framework: familiarisation, 

coding, theme identification, review, definition, and integration into findings. Content analysis of 

documents focused on recurring concepts and policy-practice discrepancies (Krippendorff, 

2018). Comparing documented policies with stakeholder experiences enabled an assessment of 

audit frameworks in institutional contexts. 
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Ethical Considerations 

Ethical protocols ensured voluntary participation, informed consent, and anonymity through 

pseudonyms. Institutional permissions were obtained for document analysis. Data security 

measures, including restricted access to recordings and transcripts, safeguarded confidentiality. 

By triangulating multiple data sources, this study enhances the credibility of findings, providing 

an empirically grounded examination of institutional and academic audits in Zimbabwean higher 

education. 

 

FINDINGS 

The findings of this study offer a comprehensive and empirically grounded account of 

institutional and academic audit practices in Zimbabwean universities. Drawing on data collected 

through semi-structured interviews, focus groups, and document analysis, the study employed 

triangulation to identify key themes across the audit process. The following sections present 

these themes, illuminating both established practices and emerging challenges, while positioning 

the results within the broader discourse on the applicability of Western quality assurance models 

in local contexts. 

 

Pre-Audit Preparation and Team Dynamics 

 

Team composition and preparation 

The data indicate that effective pre-audit preparation is central to the credibility of the audit 

process. Institutions adhering to ZIMCHE guidelines consistently assembled multidisciplinary 

teams—comprising experts in academia, administration, finance, and quality assurance—to 

foster comprehensive evaluations. This approach aligns with the best practices recommended in 

the literature (Lillis, 2012). Furthermore, rigorous training and thorough familiarisation with 

institutional policies were reported as essential for ensuring that all team members maintained a 

clear understanding of audit criteria. 

 

Effective pre-audit preparation emerged as central to ensuring credible evaluations. Institutions 

adhering to ZIMCHE guidelines assembled multidisciplinary teams, including experts in 

academia, administration, finance, and quality assurance. One peer reviewer remarked, 

“The diverse expertise on our audit team really helped us see the institution from 

multiple angles. It’s the only way to capture a full picture.” 

This sentiment is supported by focus group discussions among faculty, where one lecturer noted, 

“We appreciate the external insights but worry about biases; after all, they’re 

still our colleagues.” 

These reflections underscore that rigorous training and a clear understanding of 

institutional policies are critical to the process. 

 

Managing dual roles and potential bias 

Respondents emphasised the inherent tension between maintaining professional collegiality and 

delivering impartial, critical evaluations. As one peer reviewer observed,  

“It’s challenging to balance professionalism and camaraderie. We’re colleagues 

in the sector, yet we’re expected to critique each other impartially.” 
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ZIMCHE’s policy that allows institutions to challenge reviewers perceived as biased was 

frequently mentioned as an important safeguard. This mechanism was seen as essential to 

maintaining the credibility of the audit process and mitigating conflicts of interest. Multiple 

interviewees noted that pre-existing professional relationships sometimes complicated 

impartiality. In response, ZIMCHE’s policy that permits institutions to challenge reviewers 

perceived as biased was highlighted as a crucial mechanism to safeguard the process. This 

procedural safeguard echoes previous findings by Anderson (2008) and reinforces the 

importance of a transparent selection process to mitigate conflicts inherent in peer-review 

systems. 

 

On-Site Evaluation and Stakeholder Engagement 

 

In-person interactions and data richness 

On-site visits emerged as a pivotal phase in the audit process, enabling auditors to capture 

contextual nuances and verify documentary evidence through direct observation. Stakeholders 

reported that face-to-face interactions provided richer insights into institutional practices than 

could be derived from documents alone. For instance, non-verbal cues and informal discussions 

during on-site visits allowed auditors to detect underlying issues not evident in written records—

a finding consistent with Harman’s (1998) observations. 

 

On-site visits were repeatedly cited as a pivotal phase for capturing contextual nuances. During 

one on-site evaluation, a reviewer noted, 

“You can sense the unspoken narratives in these spaces—stakeholders sometimes 

express more through body language than words.” 

Non-teaching staff also provided compelling evidence of the value of in-person 

engagement. One staff member stated, 

“We’re the backbone, but sometimes overlooked. It’s good when auditors come 

and see what we do firsthand.” 

 

These insights highlight how direct observation and face-to-face interactions provide richer data 

than document reviews alone. 

 

Challenges in engagement 

Despite the benefits, some stakeholders were hesitant to engage fully. One audit team member 

recorded in a memo, 

“Some departments seemed guarded, providing minimal responses, likely due to 

fears of potential repercussions.” 

This guardedness was echoed in focus group discussions, where a lecturer 

expressed frustration: 

“There’s always a bit of fear—how much autonomy do we lose when external 

auditors step in?” 

 

Such feedback underscores the importance of triangulating interview data with document 

analysis to validate findings when stakeholder engagement is variable. 
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Although there are benefits, some institutions exhibited reluctance to fully engage during on-site 

evaluations. Certain departments were noted to provide minimal responses, which may have 

stemmed from concerns over potential repercussions or discomfort with external scrutiny. These 

challenges underscore the necessity of employing rigorous triangulation methods—cross-

referencing interview data with document analysis—to validate findings when stakeholder 

engagement is variable (Eaton, 2017). 

 

Data Analysis and Synthesis 

 

Methodological rigour through triangulation 

The thematic and content analyses applied during data evaluation revealed a high degree of 

methodological rigour. Techniques such as cross-referencing, triangulation, and the use of 

structured tools (e.g., SWOT and gap analyses) were instrumental in synthesising data from 

diverse sources. This multi-method approach enhanced the reliability of findings by ensuring that 

conclusions about academic quality, student outcomes, and policy-practice discrepancies were 

based on robust evidence (Krippendorff, 2018; Hladchenko, 2014). 

 

The study employed thematic and content analyses that reinforced methodological rigour. A 

reviewer explained, 

“Using tools like SWOT analysis gives us a clear framework to discuss 

institutional strengths and weaknesses objectively, creating a roadmap for 

improvement.” 

Focus group feedback from a dean reinforced this point: 

“The gap analysis was eye-opening—it highlighted issues we’d normalised.” 

 

These systematic techniques enhanced the credibility of the findings by cross-validating diverse 

data sources. 

 

Integration of diverse data sources 

Comparing institutional self-assessment reports with stakeholder narratives revealed both 

convergence and divergence in perspectives. One participant explained, 

“When our written reports were compared with what we shared in interviews, the 

similarities confirmed that our challenges are real and need addressing.” 

This integrated approach helped identify consistent themes, such as the importance of 

impartiality and thorough preparation, while also surfacing areas of contention. 

 

The analysis revealed both convergent and divergent perspectives on audit effectiveness by 

examining institutional self-assessment reports alongside stakeholder narratives. The use of 

multiple data sources allowed for the identification of consistent themes, such as the importance 

of impartiality and the value of preparatory work, while also highlighting areas of contention, 

such as the perceived disconnect between standardised audit criteria and local institutional 

capacities. 

 

Audit Reporting and Feedback Integration 
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Balancing objectivity and constructiveness 

The final audit reports were found to be pivotal in translating evaluative findings into actionable 

recommendations. Respondents noted that the report-writing phase required a delicate balance 

between direct criticism and constructive feedback. The integration of stakeholder input during 

report development was reported to increase institutional buy-in, echoing Ulewicz’s (2017) 

assertion that collaborative report writing enhances the implementation of recommendations. 

The report-writing phase was highlighted as a critical juncture in translating findings into 

actionable recommendations. One peer reviewer stated, 

“It’s a fine line, we have to be direct yet constructive, acknowledging 

achievements while pointing out areas for improvement.” 

Another focus group participant remarked, 

“When we’re involved in shaping the recommendations, we’re more likely to 

follow through on them.” 

 

These comments emphasise the importance of collaborative report writing and stakeholder 

engagement in ensuring that recommendations are both balanced and actionable. 

 

Adapting recommendations to context 

Several respondents pointed out that while audit reports often draw on Western frameworks, 

their implementation depends on local adaptation. A senior manager commented, 

“The recommendations sometimes feel disconnected from the unique challenges 

we face here. We need them tailored to our context.” 

This observation reinforces the call for a context-sensitive approach, especially in resource-

constrained settings like Zimbabwe. 

 

The need for a tailored, context-sensitive approach was repeatedly emphasised as essential for 

ensuring both relevance and practical utility. This observation underscores the tension between 

global standards and local realities in quality assurance processes. While Western frameworks 

often provide structured and internationally recognised benchmarks for evaluating institutional 

quality, their direct application may not always align with the socio-cultural, economic, and 

institutional specificities of local contexts. The participants’ emphasis on adaptation suggests a 

recognition that effective quality assurance is not merely about compliance with external norms 

but about contextual relevance. This also reflects broader debates in the literature on the 

localisation of global education policies and the need for culturally responsive and contextually 

grounded practices in educational evaluation and reform. This point is critical in resource-

constrained settings like Zimbabwe, where the wholesale application of Western audit models 

may overlook local challenges and institutional diversity.  

 

Continuous Improvement and Post-Audit Follow-Up 

 

Self-evaluation and institutional learning 

The audit process in Zimbabwean universities is complemented by regular self-evaluation cycles. 

Institutions reported that the preparation of Self-Evaluation Reports (SERs) promoted a culture 

of introspection and proactive quality improvement. This finding supports Nicolini et al. (2012) 

and demonstrates how structured self-assessment contributes to institutional learning even before 

external audits occur. 
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The study found that self-evaluation cycles play a critical role in fostering institutional learning. 

One faculty member reflected, 

“Preparing the Self-Evaluation Report makes us take a hard look at our 

practices. It’s a valuable step for us to ensure that our house is in order even 

before the audit team arrives.” 

 

Such reflections illustrate the proactive role that self-assessment plays in quality enhancement. 

 

Post-audit support and implementation challenges 

Post-audit follow-up emerged as a critical yet challenging phase. While respondents 

acknowledged the value of ongoing guidance, such as follow-up workshops and training 

sessions, in translating recommendations into practice, they also noted that limited resources and 

inconsistent support sometimes impeded effective implementation. The study’s findings resonate 

with Teelken’s (2012) argument that sustained post-audit interventions are essential for long-

term quality improvement. Moreover, varying degrees of institutional autonomy influenced how 

recommendations were perceived and enacted, with some institutions adapting the 

recommendations to better suit their unique contexts while others experienced tension between 

external oversight and internal priorities (Westerheijden et al., 2014). 

 

Post-audit follow-up is essential but challenging. One vice-chancellor observed, 

“It’s the support we receive after the audit that really makes a difference. The 

feedback is one thing, but the follow-up actions, such as workshops, make 

implementation achievable.” 

However, concerns were also raised about the lack of clear guidance: 

“While we receive recommendations, there’s often a lack of clear follow-up on 

how to implement them.” 

 

These insights align with the literature suggesting that sustained post-audit interventions are vital 

for long-term improvement. 

 

Synthesis of Key Challenges and Strategic Responses 

 

Objectivity and bias mitigation 

A recurring theme across the findings is the challenge of maintaining objectivity within a peer-

review framework. The data indicates that strategies, such as diverse team composition and 

mechanisms for challenging biased reviewers, are effective in mitigating these concerns. 

A recurring theme was the challenge of maintaining objectivity. One participant noted, 

“Our professional relationships can blur the lines between friend and critic, 

making it hard to stay truly objective.” 

 

The use of diverse teams and policies to challenge biased reviewers emerged as effective 

strategies to address this concern. 
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Resource disparities and adaptive frameworks 

The findings also highlight significant disparities in resource capacity among institutions. Such 

disparities necessitate a tiered or adaptive audit framework that can accommodate varying 

institutional contexts. This approach not only promotes fairness but also enhances the feasibility 

of implementing audit recommendations (Wangenge-Ouma & Cloete, 2008; Teelken, 2012). 

Significant disparities in resource capacity among institutions were also reported. A lecturer 

explained, 

“Some of us operate on much smaller budgets, so it’s difficult to compete on the 

same level as larger universities.” 

 

Stakeholders advocated an adaptive, tiered audit system that adjusts criteria based on 

institutional capacity, aligning with calls for more equitable frameworks. 

 

Balancing external accountability with institutional autonomy 

Finally, the tension between external accountability and institutional autonomy emerged as a key 

challenge. While standardised audit criteria ensure consistency and comparability, they must be 

balanced with the need to respect the unique characteristics of each institution. Engaging 

stakeholders in the development and customisation of audit recommendations is seen as a 

promising strategy for achieving this balance. 

Finally, tensions between external accountability and institutional autonomy were evident. One 

department head shared, 

“It sometimes feels as though we’re being directed from outside, rather than 

owning our improvement process.” 

 

Conversely, a faculty member highlighted a more positive view: 

 

“We take the audit as a blueprint, but we customise recommendations to fit our 

unique context.” 

 

This dichotomy underscores the importance of engaging stakeholders in a way that respects 

institutional individuality while ensuring robust accountability. 

 

In summary, the findings underscore that while Zimbabwean institutional audits generally adhere 

to global standards, their effectiveness is contingent on the contextual adaptation of 

methodologies, proactive stakeholder engagement, and robust post-audit support. The study 

contributes to the broader discourse by illustrating how Western audit frameworks may require 

modification to address the specific challenges and opportunities inherent in the Zimbabwean 

higher education context. 

 

Discussion 
The findings of this study offer important insights into the implementation and practice of 

institutional and academic audits in Zimbabwean higher education. They reveal areas of 

convergence with, as well as divergence from, quality assurance practices in Western contexts. 

In interpreting the findings, several key themes emerge, including the composition and training 

of audit teams, the role of stakeholder engagement, methodological rigor, and the balance 
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between accountability and institutional autonomy. These findings resonate with, and in some 

instances challenge, established literature on quality assurance. 

 

The composition and preparatory work of audit teams emerged as critical for conducting credible 

and effective evaluations. Similar to Western contexts, assembling multidisciplinary teams with 

diverse expertise and ensuring rigorous training were seen as essential components of audit 

readiness. This aligns with the views of Harvey and Green (1993) and Tam (2001), who argue 

that the credibility of audits is enhanced by thorough preparation and a variety of professional 

perspectives. However, this study also highlighted the particular challenge in the Zimbabwean 

context of balancing collegiality with critical objectivity, a dynamic similarly noted in Western 

literature on the potential for bias in peer-review processes (Anderson, 2008; Newton, 2013). 

While structured training and clear evaluative guidelines have been used in Western settings to 

address these risks, the Zimbabwean experience points to a need for culturally sensitive 

adaptations that account for the close-knit nature of academic communities. 

 

On-site evaluations were found to be crucial in capturing contextual nuances and non-verbal cues 

that written documentation alone might overlook. This finding is consistent with research from 

Western contexts, which emphasises the value of face-to-face engagements for understanding 

institutional realities (Harman, 1998; Harman, 2011). However, the study also found that 

stakeholder engagement during these visits varied, with some institutions demonstrating a degree 

of guardedness and hesitancy. Such reluctance may stem from concerns about potential 

consequences, a factor less frequently reported in Western contexts where transparency is often 

institutionally encouraged. This highlights the importance of trust-building mechanisms to foster 

open dialogue and mitigate apprehension among stakeholders, particularly in settings where 

hierarchical structures or political considerations might influence openness. 

 

The study also affirmed the importance of methodological rigour in data analysis, particularly 

through the use of triangulation. Techniques such as SWOT and gap analyses were used to 

validate findings, ensuring that interpretations were grounded in multiple data sources. This 

aligns with best practices advocated in Western scholarship (Braun & Clarke, 2006; 

Krippendorff, 2018), which stress the importance of triangulated data in enhancing the reliability 

of audit outcomes. Moreover, comparing institutional self-assessment reports with stakeholder 

narratives allowed for the identification of both convergent and divergent views on institutional 

effectiveness. Such comparisons serve not only to validate institutional claims but also to 

uncover misalignments that may require targeted interventions. 

 

The quality and tone of audit reporting were also significant factors influencing how 

recommendations were received and acted upon. Western literature highlights the importance of 

collaborative and constructive reporting processes that actively involve institutional stakeholders 

(Teelken, 2012; Ulewicz, 2017). In this study, efforts to balance direct critique with constructive 

feedback were evident and mirrored similar practices in more developed quality assurance 

systems. Ensuring that reports acknowledged institutional achievements while identifying areas 

for improvement contributed to greater acceptance of audit outcomes and encouraged follow-up 

action. 
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Finally, the tension between external accountability and institutional autonomy was a recurring 

theme that reflects a broader discourse in the literature on higher education quality assurance. 

Scholars such as Westerheijden et al. (2007) and Teelken (2012) have long noted the risks of 

overly prescriptive external audits that can constrain institutional innovation and identity. The 

findings of this study illustrate this dynamic clearly: while some institutions perceived audits as 

intrusive and disconnected from their unique challenges, others viewed them as opportunities for 

reflective self-assessment and continuous improvement. This underscores the importance of 

applying audit frameworks in a way that is both rigorous and adaptable, allowing institutions the 

flexibility to localise recommendations in a manner that supports growth without compromising 

their core values and missions. 

 

In sum, this study contributes to a growing body of literature that emphasises the need for 

contextual sensitivity in the implementation of quality assurance practices. While Zimbabwean 

higher education institutions are engaging with global audit frameworks, the effectiveness of 

these efforts is closely tied to how well such models are adapted to local realities. The findings 

call for a more nuanced, participatory, and reflexive approach to audits—one that balances 

global standards with local relevance. 

 

Implications for Practice and Future Research 
The findings of this study carry important implications for the practice of institutional and 

academic auditing in Zimbabwean higher education and similar contexts. A central insight is the 

need for contextual adaptation of quality assurance frameworks. While Western models offer a 

useful foundation, their direct application without localisation can limit effectiveness. Audit 

agencies and institutions should therefore prioritise the co-construction of quality standards that 

reflect local educational realities, institutional cultures, and resource constraints. 

 

The training and composition of audit teams also require careful attention. Beyond technical 

expertise, peer reviewers need context-sensitive interpersonal skills to navigate the delicate 

balance between collegiality and critical assessment. Structured training programmes that 

incorporate simulated audits and cultural competence can help build capacity for more objective 

and constructive evaluations. Building trust is another key consideration for promoting open 

stakeholder engagement during on-site evaluations. Participatory strategies that foster 

transparency and encourage candid dialogue are essential, particularly in environments where 

apprehension or mistrust may inhibit open communication. Clear articulation of the audit’s 

developmental purpose, coupled with mechanisms for confidential feedback, can enhance 

participation and the quality of insights gathered. 

 

The integration of robust triangulation strategies further strengthens the credibility of audit 

outcomes. Drawing on multiple data sources, such as self-assessment reports, stakeholder 

interviews, and institutional documentation, enables a more nuanced and comprehensive 

understanding of institutional performance. Audit bodies should provide clear guidelines and tools 

that facilitate such integrative approaches. Equally important is the need to balance external 

accountability with institutional autonomy. Quality assurance processes should be designed to 

support, rather than constrain, institutional innovation and identity. This involves recognising the 

value of locally appropriate solutions and ensuring that audit recommendations are framed as 

flexible and developmental rather than prescriptive. Allowing institutions the space to adapt and 
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contextualise recommendations fosters ownership and increases the likelihood of meaningful 

quality improvement. 

 

Collectively, these implications highlight the importance of developing responsive, dialogic, and 

locally anchored audit practices that contribute to sustainable quality enhancement in higher 

education institutions. 

 

Conclusions and Recommendations for Improvement 
This study provides valuable insights into the experiences of peer reviewers in academic and 

institutional audit settings in Zimbabwe, shedding light on their engagement in higher education 

processes. The findings of this study align with the global literature on institutional audits in 

higher education, emphasising structure, cyclical processes, stakeholder engagement and 

effective data handling. However, this study offers unique insights into the Zimbabwean context, 

where relational dynamics and resource constraints shape the audit experience. The importance 

of a multidimensional approach to managing audit processes is highlighted by considering the 

diverse needs and perspectives of stakeholders. Key takeaways from this study include 

establishing clear objectives, addressing resource constraints, promoting communication and 

collaboration, understanding contextual nuances, prioritising professional development, 

upholding ethical standards, conducting audits iteratively and ensuring proper documentation 

and accountability. Incorporating these insights into audit practices can enhance the efficiency, 

credibility and impact of audit procedures in higher education institutions. 

 

To ensure that institutional and academic audits in Zimbabwean higher education effectively 

contribute to quality enhancement, strategic and context-sensitive improvements are necessary. 

The findings of this study underscore the importance of refining existing practices while 

fostering a culture of accountability, collaboration, and continuous learning. Based on these 

insights, the following recommendations are proposed to strengthen the audit process and its 

impact on institutional development: 

• Prioritise ongoing, context-specific training for peer reviewers in audit methodologies, 

communication, ethics, and the dynamics of Zimbabwe’s higher education system to 

enhance professionalism and consistency in evaluations. 

• Establish clear communication channels and ethical frameworks that encourage 

transparency, fairness, confidentiality, and constructive collaboration among audit teams, 

institutions, and stakeholders. 

• Tailor audit frameworks and implementation strategies to address the specific challenges 

and institutional realities within Zimbabwe, ensuring that recommendations are both 

relevant and practicable. 

• Promote a culture of continuous improvement by integrating systematic feedback 

mechanisms, encouraging internal reflection, and regularly reviewing and updating audit 

tools and institutional action plans based on evolving needs and insights. 

• Support institutional accountability by clarifying roles and responsibilities, while also 

engaging external experts to introduce independent perspectives and drive innovation in 

quality assurance practices. 

Implementing these recommendations can enhance audit quality, effectiveness and 

accountability in Zimbabwean higher education institutions, fostering continuous 

improvement in the sector. Future research could build on the findings of this study by 
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examining the long-term impact of audit processes on institutional performance and the 

effects of contextual factors on audit outcomes. 
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