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Abstract

Educational institutions that are desirous of obtaining ISO9001 - Quality Man-
agement certification must apply to the ISO9001-2015 Risk-Based Thinking
(RBT). The purpose of this application is multifaceted as it improves the qual-
ity and effectiveness of educational services provided by identifying and man-
aging risks, supporting the delivery of teaching and support services, fostering
academic integrity, and allowing for evidence-based decision making within
institutions. Risk is inherent and affects the quality management systems of
institutions; therefore, by using the risk-based thinking (RBT), institutions in
developing and implementing their curriculum will consider risk by using a
proactive approach and preventative measures (next-generation QA) rather
than addressing issues after they arise (traditional QA). The purpose of this
paper is to examine the risk-based approach currently practiced by the institu-
tion and its impact on curriculum development and implementation of a Car-
ibbean institution undergoing the process of obtaining ISO9001-2015 certifi-
cation. The study employed a qualitative methodology using purposive sam-
pling. A single case study approach using (1) interviews with the institution’s
curriculum development specialists and lecturers who develop curriculum, (2)
document analysis of curriculum materials, risk registers, and risk assessment
of the curriculum processes, and (3) observations of the curriculum quality
management audits, were used to gather data. Thematic analysis was used to
analyze the data after transcribing, cleaning and coding. Results showed that
by integrating risk-based thinking as a strategic tool into curriculum imple-
mentation and development fostered a culture of curriculum quality, and in-
creasing the satisfaction of internal process owners. Having great implications
for educational policy and higher institutional practices, this study provides a
framework for proactive quality assurance and fosters a deeper understanding
of curriculum risk management. The process approach shows that next-gen
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QA is not only a compliance mechanism but a strategic function that generates
results. It was concluded that an effort to bridge the gap between traditional
and next-gen QA requires institutions to create new mindsets and continuous
improvement in their curriculum development and implementation.

Keywords

Curriculum Development, Curriculum Implementation, Risk-Based
Thinking, Traditional QA

1. Introduction

Educational institutions that are desirous in obtaining ISO9001-2015, quality
management certification must apply the ISO9001-2015 risk-based thinking. The
purpose of this application is multifaceted, as it improves the quality and effec-
tiveness of educational services provided by identifying and managing risks, sup-
porting the delivery of teaching and support services, and allowing for evidence-
based decision-making within the institutions. Risk is inherent and affects the
quality management systems of institutions, therefore by using risk-based think-
ing, organizations will consider risk of each process, reducing the undesirable ef-
fects of uncertainties.

The International Organization for Standardization (2015) describes risk-based
thinking as a “methodological approach” of managing risk at various key stages
across management systems, ensuring that risks are identified, considered, and
controlled. Martins et al. (2021) state that risked based thinking should be in-
cluded in organisations’ processes to encourage “long-term thinking and caution”
(p. 1). Risk-based thinking is necessary as it improves organizational governance,
improves customers’ confidence and satisfaction, and ensures that there is con-
sistency with quality. The implementation of the Risk Based Thinking in organi-
zational practices follows the ISO9001:2015 guidelines of first identifying the risks,
analyzing the risks, evaluating risks, integrating it into the organizations’ pro-
cesses, monitoring and review, and continuous improvement. It is essential for
organizations to continuously learn from the risks, be proactive rather than reac-
tive, and turn the various challenges into opportunities. Organizations are encour-
aged to conduct root cause analysis to understand the underlying issues before
corrections and corrective actions are done. It is also essential to create a risk
awareness culture which will propel risk-based thinking. All levels of staff and not
only faculty members who are involved in curriculum development and imple-
mentation should understand that a risk awareness culture involves integrating
risk-based thinking into the organization’s quality management system for the

consideration of risk and opportunities.

1.1. Background of the Study

There has been a paradigm shift from a more traditional compliance-based quality
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assurance approach to a risk-based thinking approach that is more strategic in
nature. The concept of risk-based thinking is explicitly stated in clauses 4, 5, 6, 9,
and 10 of the ISO9001-2015 Quality Management System, but implicitly stated in
clauses 7 and 8. Clause 6 - Actions to address risks and opportunities directly ad-
dress risk-based thinking by requiring organizations to determine risks and op-
portunities for the quality management system by ensuring the QMS achieve its
intended outcomes, reduces undesirable effects, and achieves continuous im-
provement. Clause 4 - Context of the Organization requires the organization to
determine the internal and external issues impacting its ability to achieve the in-
tended results of its QMS (Clause 4.1) and requires the organization to address
the risks in accordance with Clause 6.1 (Clause 4.4.1). Clause 5.1.1d - Leadership
and commitment encourages organizations to promote the use of risk-based
thinking. Clause 9.1.3e - Analysis and evaluation require organizations to analyze
and evaluate the effectiveness of actions taken to address risks and opportunities.
Clause 10.1 requires organizations to correct, prevent, and reduce undesired ef-
fects. Clause 7 - Support requires the organization to provide needed resources
to implement the risks’ action plan, and Clause 8 - Operations require the or-
ganization to manage its operational processes and associated risks (Martins et
al., 2021).

1.2. Statement of the Problem

Institutions are required to develop and implement curriculum as a crucial func-
tion of the educational systems. The traditional methods of curriculum develop-
ment and implementation are complex processes that focus on compliance, ad-
herence to institutions policies, and reviews rather than on the identification and
mitigation of risks for continuous improvement. Many institutions of higher
learning have consistently relied on traditional curriculum development, often
neglected the ISO9001:2015 risked-based thinking which has an impact on edu-
cational quality. ISO9001:2015 has been adopted by many industries; however, the
application of risk-based thinking in curriculum development and implementa-
tion in the higher educational sector is not well studied and documented.

To solve this problem, this paper seeks to find answers to the main research

question and sub-questions:

1.3. Research Question

“How can the adoption of the ISO9001-2015 Risk Based thinking approach influ-
ence the curriculum development and implementation process?

1.4. Sub-Questions

1) How can the ISO9001-2015 Risk Based thinking approach be integrated into
curriculum development and its implementation?
2) How can the introduction of Risk-Based Thinking improve overall curricu-

lum development and implementation?
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3) How does the adoption of ISO9001-2015 Risk-Based Thinking influence a

culture of quality management in curriculum development?

2. Literature Review

This research paper is anchored on the ISO9001-2015 Risk-based Thinking
(RBT), clause 6.1, which addresses requirements for institutions to consider
risks and opportunities so that quality management systems can achieve their in-
tended results. The framework of this paper outlines the use of this risk-based
approach to curriculum development and the integration of evidence-based
thinking to manage risks. Implementing this approach to curriculum develop-
ment is explored to garner insights into maintaining a quality culture throughout
the institution. Guided by a robust quality management system and continuous
improvement theories, this framework proposes that integrating RBT into curricu-
lum processes enhances decision-making, fosters accountability, and strengthens
the overall quality assurance system of the institution. Thus, the conceptual frame-
work reflects the use of RBT as the driver, with the adoption of improved curric-
ulum planning, execution, and evaluation within a higher education quality man-

agement context (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework.

2.1. Risk Management and Risk-Based Thinking

In education and curriculum development, risk management is the process of
identifying, evaluating and reducing risks affecting the functioning and quality of
curriculum development and implementation (Moreira, 2024). An efficient qual-
ity management system in higher educational institutions should operate based

on international standards; to this end, these institutions should focus on meeting
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industry requirements, stakeholder requirements (Bazalu et al., 2024), managing
resources, and managing the teaching and learning processes. Effective risk man-
agement fuels a successful quality management system, and while there is no one
way to manage risks, institutions should ensure that processes are in place for the
prevention and mitigation of risks (Suprin et al., 2019). When the risk manage-
ment system is effective, it will result in better leadership outcomes, better evalu-
ation and control of risks, and effective communication of risks (Suprin et al.,
2019).

2.2.1S0-9001-2015 Risk-Based Approach Integrated into the
Curriculum

Risk-Based Thinking (RBT), as a key feature in quality management, became an
integral part of institutions as they saw fit to change the organizational culture.
Ykydal et al. (2020) stated that the Risk-Based Approach requires institutions to
strategize and plan activities while considering the risks and opportunities that are
the foundation for achieving efficiency, improved results and mitigating negative
impacts. Integrating a robust quality management system that focuses on risks
requires the institution to create and maintain a culture of high standards (El Ab-
badi et al., 2013). Other higher education institutions have also seen the need for
a quality management system and have adopted international standards to main-
tain a quality culture (Bazaluk et al., 2024). Table 1 outlines the process of risk-
based thinking in the institution as outlined by Martins et al. (2021).

Table 1. ISO9001:2015 risk-based thinking requirements.

Sections Requirements

4. Organizational ~ Organizations are required to define the QMS’s processes,
Context addressing their respective risks (threats and opportunities)

5 Leadershi Emphasizing the top management responsibility in RBT
. Leadershi
P awareness and effectiveness

6. Planni Identifying the risks (threats or opportunities) and establishing
. Plannin
& appropriate actions to handle them

Providing the resources needed to implement the risks’ action
7. Support
plans

. The organization is required to manage its operational processes
8. Operations . . -
and associated risks (threats and opportunities)

9. Performance Monitoring, analyzing, and evaluating the effectiveness of actions
Evaluation realized to approach risk

Working in a continuous improvement flow, correcting,
10. Improvement  preventing and or reducing the undesirable effects and updating
the (risks and opportunities)

2.3.1S0-9001-2015 “Risk Based” Thinking Requirements

The standards require higher education institutions to plan and perform certain

tasks while taking into consideration the risks and opportunities to endeavour for
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a more efficient and effective quality management system to improve results
(Vykydal et al., 2020). Lopes et al. (2022), Sohel-Uz-Zaman and Anjalin (2016) joined
the conversation as they stated that there is an urgent need to develop a clear risk
process, amidst the unresolved issues that have occurred with institutions that had

implemented the ISO management system.

3. Methodology

This study adopted a qualitative single case study design to explore the adoption
of ISO9001-2015 Risk-Based Thinking on curriculum development and imple-
mentation processes within an unnamed college. A qualitative approach was most
appropriate for this study to capture the risk-based practices and procedures of
the curriculum development and implementation processes within the institution.
While a single case study approach was most suitable to gain an in-depth under-
standing of the phenomenon being investigated allowing for a holistic description
of the case.

Data was collected using a purposive sampling technique because the research-
ers needed to include participants who had working knowledge and expertise in cur-
riculum development and implementation as well as knowledge of ISO9001:2015
Risk Based Thinking. The institution was purposively selected for study because it
is currently seeking ISO9001:2015 certification, employs RBT, and had well doc-
umented policies, risk registers, and a quality management system in place.

The sample size of five participants was used in the study. Ahmed (2025) sug-
gested that a sample size of 4 - 12 is adequate for use in a single case study to
achieve data saturation. Data saturation is an essential process in achieving meth-
odological rigor. The participants included the institution’s curriculum develop-
ment specialists (CDS), three lecturers who were instrumental in curriculum de-
velopment, with one of the three being a member of the curriculum committee,
and the Dean of Academic and Student Affairs, who were all selected purposively
because of their responsibility and oversight of the curriculum processes. The CDS
provides quality assurance support and ensures each curriculum aligns with the
quality management processes of the institution. The curriculum committee mem-
ber reviews, validates, and makes recommendations for improving the curriculum.
The Dean provides oversight of the curriculum implementation process, giving
approval, and monitors its implementation and use. The lecturers are subject mat-
ter experts and curriculum developers.

Multiple data sources were used to corroborate the findings. The researchers
collected data by conducting 30 - 50 minutes semi-structured interviews. The in-
terview protocol consisted of 12 questions. Document analysis of curriculum ma-
terials and risk registers were also done to corroborate the interviews, reveal in-
consistencies, and provide evidence of the Risk-Based Thinking principles em-
bedded in the curriculum processes. Observation of the internal audits of the cur-
riculum processes and a review of a curriculum design process and associated risk

were also used to gather data. The curriculum development process was observed
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against the 1SO9001:2015 Clause 8.3 - Design and Development of Products and
Services. This is to ensure that the researchers captured how the curriculum was
designed and how the risks are assessed and taken into consideration to meet cus-
tomers’ needs.

Data was analyzed in three ways. Thematic analysis was used to analyze inter-
view data after transcribing, cleaning and coding. A set of a priori codes were de-
veloped from the conceptual framework of the study, specifically the risk-based
thinking and the stages of the curriculum cycle. Each interview transcript was then
coded line-by-line by the three researchers who recorded each code’s definition
and checked against the “a priori coding.” Related codes were then developed into
themes and checked against each role group (The Dean, CDS, and lecturers).
Themes were kept if they were consistent among each group of respondents.
Themes were further crossed check with the document review process and inter-
nal audit observations. Themes were refined through discussion and consensus.

Triangulation of data was used to establish credibility of the study. The validation
of the research was achieved through member checking. The five participants per-
formed synthesized member checking. Each was given their summarized transcripts,
preliminary themes, and quotations that were anonymous. The participants re-
ported whether the information corroborated their experiences and responses. The
overall interpretations were deemed appropriate and were not disputed.

Approval was obtained from the institution’s Research Committee. The partic-
ipants were debriefed and gave informed consent before their engagement in the
research, The participants were informed that their information will be kept con-
fidential, there will be minimal harm, and will be able to voluntarily withdraw
from the study at any time. Data were protected using passwords and two-factor
authentication while still in use. The reflexive role of the researchers was main-
tained throughout the research process to maintain credibility. The researchers
were either directly involved in the management of the institution’s quality man-
agement system (QMS) or acted as internal auditors providing oversight and as-
sessing that the college’s processes conformed to the QMS and 1ISO9001:2015. The
researchers did not influence the results of the research, nor was the data of this

research used as audit findings.

4. Results
4.1. Results from Document Analysis

A comprehensive review of the institution’s curriculum materials and risk regis-
ters was undertaken by the researchers. In examining the adoption of Risk-Based
Thinking within the curriculum process, five major categories of risks stood out.
These categories captured the operational realities of curriculum development
and implementation also including the strategic, cultural, and governance dimen-
sions that underpin a sustainable, quality-driven institution. The categories are Stra-
tegic and Governance Risks, Academic Process Risks, Resource and Infrastructure
Risks, Data-Driven, Feedback and Reputational Risk, Cultural and Change Man-
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agement Risks. Table 2 shows the identified risks of the curriculum process and

the mitigation strategies.

Table 2. Identified risks of the curriculum process and the mitigation strategies.

Category of
Risk ID Rg ky Risk Description Mitigation of Risk
is
- Streamline approval processes.
R003 Operational Delays in launchingnew -  Implementation Plan for readiness.
Process courses at satellite site - Identify programme/course needs,
- Leverage external partnership for funding or grants
- Scheduled infrastructure audits,
. Inadequate - build partnership with local stakeholders.
Operational . ] )
R004 P infrastructure/resources at -  Timely management and reporting on the targeted output of
rocess
satellite site phases of the project,
- leverage external partnership for funding or grants
. Low enrolment in newly .
R005 Reputation Targeted marketing initiative
offered courses
- Expand stakeholder network,
. Inability to identify P "
RO10 Strategic . - regular and targeted survey
workforce readiness gaps ] ’ .
- Identify courses/gaps required to address the skills gap
- Labour Market Needs Assessment conducted in collaboration
Dated Skills Gap Analysis with employers.
RO12 Strategic misaligned with labor - The Curriculum Development & Design Policy requires
market industry validation before new or revised programmes are
approved.
Governance & Document reviews process
RO13 - Approved Curriculum Review schedule
Compliance falls behind schedule PP
- Implementation of a Curriculum Review Data capturing
enrolment, attrition, student feedback, and graduate
employability.
Governance & limited use of data-driven ploy ¥ Lo
R021 . .. - Mandatory use of programme performance indicators (KPIs)
Compliance decisions ] ]
in annual programme evaluation reports.
- Integration of feedback (student surveys, tracer studies,
industry feedback)
- Collaboration with industry partners for sponsored training
RO23 Financial/ Over-reliance on or franchised programmes.
Funding government funding - Periodic curriculum reviews to ensure cost-effective delivery
models (e.g., blended learning).
- Continuous curriculum benchmarking against international
Academic Competition & overseas institutions.
R024 Quality preference for tertiary - Development of unique programme offerings aligned to local
Programme programmes labour needs (e.g., Tourism/Hospitality, TVET
specializations).
. - Annual Programme Viability Review using enrolment and
Academic . )
. Undersubscribed completion data.
R025 Quality . . L
programmes; - Curriculum redesign or modularization to make
Programme

programmes more flexible and appealing.
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4.2. Results from Observations of the Internal Audit of
Curriculum Development, Design, and Review Process

As part of the institution’s annual internal audit schedule, the curriculum devel-
opment, design, and review process is routinely audited to ensure conformity with
both institutional policies and the requirements of ISO 9001:2015. This process
must demonstrate compliance with internal documents such as the curriculum
development and design policy, the programme management policy, and the cur-
riculum review procedure, among others. It also aligns relevant external regula-
tory, accreditation, and certification standards applicable to the programmes of-
fered by the institution. While the audit covers several clauses of the ISO 9001:2015
standard, the primary focus relates to Clause 8 - Operation: Planning and Control
of Processes and Clause 6 - Planning, which encompasses the principle of Risk-
Based Thinking (RBT).

Audit findings indicated that while the curriculum development and review
process demonstrate general compliance with established institutional policies
and procedures, it was observed that risk-based thinking was consistently applied
across all curriculum units. There was evidence of stakeholder feedback integra-
tion and consistent monitoring of curriculum review cycles. This confirmed the
need for continuous alignment between documented procedures and operational
practices to fully achieve the intent of Clauses 6 and 8 and support continual im-

provement across the academic division.

4.3. Results from Interviews

Interviews were conducted with the Curriculum Development Specialist, the
Dean of Academic and Students Affairs, and lecturers responsible for curriculum
development and implementation.

Dean of Academic and Students Affairs

Three themes emerged from the interview session with the Dean of Academics
and Student Affairs. These were: 1) Integrating risk-based thinking into curricu-
lum development, 2) institutional challenges integrating RBT, 3) Building a sus-
tainable quality culture for curriculum development. The Dean explained that
“the use of a centralized risk register managed by the Quality Assurance Manager,
with departmental inputs, and the Dean’ s involvement in key roles such as moni-
toring the curriculum specialists influences mitigation strategies.” The Dean em-
phasized the importance of risk-based thinking and recognized that it should be
embedded at all stages of curriculum development, “this could be done through
training, beginning from proposal initiation to final approval” This is to ensure
continuous improvement, and effectiveness is achieved.

The Dean mentioned that several operational and institutional challenges also
influenced the successful integration of risk-based thinking. This includes “/im-
ited resources, lack of training, and the need for stronger administrative support.”
The discussion also highlighted that “enablers can help overcome these barriers.”

Other stakeholders in the process can play their role mitigating these challenges.
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When asked about what specific strategies, tools, or practices would you recom-
mend ensuring that Risk-Based Thinking continues in the curriculum planning and
review processes? the response was “the success of risk-based thinking depends on
institutional support structures, which involve adequate training, funding, and lead-
ership commitment.” The respondent believed these are integral measures that can
be implemented to translate policy into practice.

The Dean referred to the broader goal of embedding a culture of quality and
sustainability within curriculum development through ISO 9001:2015 principles.
This involves making quality practices an institutional norm supported by con-
tinuous improvement and reflective evaluation. A proactive, institution-wide
quality culture, grounded in ISO 9001’s risk-based approach, ensures sustainabil-
ity, accountability, and continuous enhancement of curriculum quality. This ini-
tiative, when supported by all staff members, will lay the foundation for maintain-
ing standards.

Curriculum Development Specialist

The interview conducted with the Curriculum Development Specialist revealed
that the introduction of ISO 9001:2015 Risk-Based Thinking (RBT) has the po-
tential to significantly enhance curriculum development and implementation pro-
cesses by fostering proactive management, structured decision-making, and con-
tinuous improvement practices. The major themes emerged from the data were:
1) identification of existing risks, 2) opportunities emerging from RBT, 3) proac-
tive and preventive improvement, and 4) strategies for sustained enhancement.

The Curriculum Development Specialist (CDS) confirmed that key risks affect-
ing curriculum development and implementation have been identified within the
institution. A primary challenge is staffing shortages, described as “not having
enough personnel with regards to handling the process of curriculum develop-
ment or to even handle the day-to-day.” This shortage disrupts workflow and
slows the completion of curriculum projects. Highlighted also were the process
backlogs caused by interdepartmental dependencies, noting that “what is consid-
ered your urgency may not necessarily be the urgency for someone else.” Another
significant risk is the limited understanding of the Risk-Based Thinking (RBT)
concept among staff. As explained, “some persons understand the system on pa-
per but not its on-the-ground applicability.” This gap between theory and practice
underscores the need for ongoing training and capacity building to ensure full
adoption of RBT principles. Overall, while systems exist to manage risks, human
and operational weaknesses continue to hinder the effective realization of ISO
9001:2015 benefits.

Despite the identified challenges, Curriculum Development Specialist (CDS)
was keen to emphasize that RBT also opens up positive risks, or opportunities, for
improvement. The description of how the introduction of a risk-based framework
compels institutions to modernize their systems and adopt new technologies. Ac-
cording to the CDS, “by virtue of implementing a system that is structured and

functioning well, you will find that there is the need for extensive investment in
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technology.” Specifically highlighted examples such as “the integration of aug-
mented reality/virtual reality (AR/VR) in the core curriculum,” which represents
a forward-looking approach to enhancing student engagement and program rel-
evance. Curriculum Development Specialist (CDS) regarded these developments

<

as indicators of system transformation, describing them as “positive risks... be-
cause of the nature of the system, the institution is being tasked to provide re-
sources that they previously would not necessarily have thought about.” This per-
spective reflects how RBT not only mitigates negative risks but also encourages in-
novation, technological integration, and strategic resource allocation. Hence, the
adoption of RBT can serve as a catalyst for modernization and digital transfor-
mation in curriculum design and delivery, aligning academic offerings with con-
temporary educational trends.

Another key theme that emerged from Curriculum Development Specialist
(CDS) reflections was the proactive nature of RBT. It was explained that “having
a risk-based approach means that we re being proactive... identifying risks, put-
ting structures in place to minimize or accept them, or to maximize the opportu-
nities that arise.” This statement illustrates the shift from a reactive culture, re-
sponding to problems as they occur, to one that emphasizes foresight, planning,
and control. Curriculum Development Specialist (CDS) further elaborated that
the RBT framework enhances institutional learning, as “the approach would im-
prove the effectiveness if we were adequately applying the lessons that have been
learned from how we have been dealing with those risks.” It was the view that
effective application of these lessons requires investment in human capital to sus-
tain risk mitigation practices. Without adequately trained personnel, the CDS cau-
tioned, “you are not putting in place the human capital to ensure that the gains
you have made are maintained.” This underscores the link between human re-
source capability and the continuous improvement ethos embedded in ISO
9001:2015.

To ensure the sustainability of these improvements, Curriculum Development
Specialist proposed several strategic and technological interventions. It was rec-
ommended that the development of “curriculum databases and systems that help
to build the curriculum and collect data over time to track changes.” Such systems,
the CDS argued, would create an evidence-based foundation for monitoring cur-
riculum evolution and assessing impact. The Curriculum Development Specialist
also emphasized the importance of “greater integration in terms of accessibility to
curriculum via internal intranets and access to web pages,” suggesting that digital
platforms can promote transparency and streamline communication among de-
partments. Furthermore, Curriculum Development Specialist advocated for inter-
national partnerships as a means of enhancing curriculum quality and institu-
tional learning: “Institutions are not stuck in a silo, there is that international re-
lationship with other institutions, where you can share skills, share expertise, cur-
riculum improvements, approaches, and even staff” This global perspective
demonstrates how collaboration can strengthen institutional resilience and ex-

pand capacity for innovation. Emphasis was placed on “tracking data to monitor
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curriculum effectiveness” reflects an alignment with the ISO 9001:2015 principle
of evidence-based decision-making, reinforcing the role of data as a driver for sus-

tained improvement.

4.4, Lecturers

Lecturers were asked how the ISO9001-2015 risk-based thinking approach can be
integrated into curriculum development and its implementation (RQ1). Three
themes emerged from this research question. The themes were (1) minimal aware-
ness of risk-based thinking, (2) monitoring and evaluation of risks, and (3) capac-
ity building. While the lecturers were aware of how to develop and implement
curriculum because it is engrained in their job descriptions, one lecturer (respond-
ent 1), despite having knowledge of risk, was not fully aware of how the risk-based
thinking was relevant to curriculum development and implementation. The lec-
turer stated that “we need to be sensitized on how to integrate risk-based thinking
into curriculum development because it is clear that we are still using the tradi-
tional approach despite moving towards gaining ISO9001:2015 certification.” The
lecturer went on to state that it will improve quality and gain more confidence
from the college’s external stakeholders. The participant stated that curriculum-
related decisions were currently made by the lecturers and curriculum develop-
ment specialist. However, they were not sure at what stages RBT can be effectively
incorporated, then assured that risks should be included “at every stage of the
curriculum development and implementation process.”

When asked about the elements of the ISO 900:2015 RBT approach that is con-
sidered most applicable to curriculum design, review, and continuous improve-
ment processes, the participant stated that monitoring and evaluating the risks is
most applicable.

“While it is easy to determine the risk that may have an impact on curriculum
development and implementation, it will be most difficult to monitor and
evaluate the risk to determine the underlying cause. If you are not able to
ascertain the cause, then we are prone to making the same mistakes when

developing the curriculum.”

Capacity building is a potential challenge that may arise when integrating ISO
9001:2015 RBT into the curriculum development process of the college. The par-
ticipant stated that “the skills and competencies of those involved with curriculum
development needs to be strengthened through meaningful in-house training that
is continuous, not crash training.”

Lecturers were asked how the introduction of a risk-based thinking can im-
prove overall curriculum development and implementation (RQ2). one theme
emerged from analyzing the data. The theme is “Continuously think about risk to
strengthen curriculum quality”. It was found that risk-based thinking can enhance
curriculum design and implementation when those responsible for curriculum
design and change are intentional, proactive, continuously think about risk even

before they occur, whilst using an evidence-based approach. This will ensure qual-
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ity programs, sustainable programs, and meet the needs of industry stakeholders.
When asked about the specific strategies, tools, or practices one would recom-
mend ensuring that risk-based thinking continues in the curriculum planning and
review processes, Respondent 2 recommends that the college should continue to
upgrade its risk register, continuously train faculty, and continue with the internal
audit of the curriculum processes. Respondent 1 stated that “we can create cross
functional teams as a strategy to ensuring the risk-based thinking continues in the
curriculum planning and review processes.”

Research question 3 asked respondents to tell how the adoption of ISO9001-
2015 RBT may influence a culture of quality management in curriculum develop-
ment. Overall, lecturers believed that the adoption of risk-based thinking is not
only a requirement for ISO9001:2015 certification, but also a sustainable way for
the improvement of the curriculum. Two themes emerged from this question: (1)
Defining a culture of quality and (2) creating a sustainable culture of quality. For
the theme: defining a culture of quality”, respondents collectively agreed that a
culture of quality in curriculum development and implementation is one where
all staff buys into the process, understands the role they play in the process, be
accountable, uphold quality standards. As one respondent stated:

“a culture of quality in curriculum development and implementation means
that curriculum risks, processes, and changes are accepted by all levels of
staff, internal and external stakeholders, and not only those who prepare and

use curriculum.”

One respondent stated that “Creating a sustainable culture of quality” means
that the institution is engraining within its way of processes a set of curriculum
development and implementation practices that is of quality”. The respondent
stated that we must first learn to be adaptable to changes, use evidence-base and
documentation throughout our activities, and continuously use the risk-based

thinking, converting risks into opportunities. Respondent 2 stated that:

“We can no longer go back to the reactive approach, where we made changes
as we go along, fixing curriculum issues after they occur, and not listening to
our stakeholders, or incorporating industry best practices, we now need to
have a culture of adaptability and one where we are proactive in the face of

risks.”

5. Discussion, Conclusion, and Recommendations

The adoption of the ISO 9001:2015 Risk-Based Thinking (RBT) approach marks
a significant shift in how academic and administrative processes are managed.
Traditionally, curriculum development within Caribbean tertiary institutions has
mostly focused on meeting accreditation and programme approval requirements,
often limiting continuous improvement. The RBT framework now introduces a
proactive dimension, requiring the institution under investigation to identify and

manage risks and opportunities that impact quality and relevance, which will see
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the moving of the institution from a reactive to a preventive culture.

The curriculum process, which spans different stages such as design, review,
approval, delivery, implementation and evaluation, carries potential risks that, if not
managed properly, can compromise the quality of the product. Through the insti-
tution’s internal audits and institutional risk register, several recurring themes
emerged, highlighting challenges that influence how effectively RBT is applied
across the institution. The themes of strategic and governance risks, academic pro-
cess risks, resource and infrastructure risks, data-driven, feedback and reputational
risk, cultural and change management risks that were identified from the document
analysis collectively demonstrate that adopting risk-based thinking within curricu-
lum development and implementation is not confined to academic design alone. It
requires institution-wide coordination across governance, data management, re-
sourcing, and cultural transformation. By identifying and classifying risks through
these categories, the institution can ensure that curriculum decisions are strategi-
cally aligned, evidence-based, and continuously improved, ultimately fulfilling the
intent of ISO 9001:2015 to enhance educational quality, stakeholder confidence, and
institutional effectiveness.

The results obtained from the observed audit of the curriculum design process
showed the importance of continually auditing against Clause 8 - Operation: Plan-
ning and Control of Processes and Clause 6 - Planning, as both encompass the
principle of RBT. Clause 8 requires that organisations’ plan, implement, and con-
trol processes needed to meet customer and stakeholder requirements. In the con-
text of the college, this translates to ensuring that programme design, course de-
velopment, and curriculum review activities are conducted under controlled con-
ditions supported by documented evidence, stakeholder engagement, and valida-
tion mechanisms that confirm their effectiveness. While Clause 6 emphasizes the
need to identify, evaluate, and plan for risks and opportunities that may affect the
institution’s ability to achieve intended outcomes. It also requires the establish-
ment of quality objectives (Clause 6.2) and proper planning for changes (Clause
6.3). This includes recognizing and addressing factors such as programme rele-
vance, market demand, stakeholder expectations, faculty readiness, and resource
availability. The auditor’s role is to verify that:

e Curriculum teams have identified and documented the risks and opportunities
affecting their processes (Clause 6.1).

o Quality objectives related to curriculum development and improvement are
clearly defined, measurable, and monitored (Clause 6.2).

e Any curriculum development, revisions, or programme changes are planned,
communicated, and approved in accordance with institutional policy (Clause
6.3).

Failure to integrate these steps represents a nonconformance with both the ISO
9001:2015 Standard and institutional procedures, particularly the requirements
outlined in Clause 6. The investigated institution received no nonconformities.

The document analysis and the observation results corroborated the results of
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the lecturers who were involved in the curriculum design and implementation
process as was clearly articulated; there needs to be continuous training and de-

velopment in the areas of risks (capacity building) and building a culture of qual-

ity.
5.1. Limitations

The study was limited by time constraints due to organizational competing events.
The researchers were busy preparing for the institution’s ISO9001, 2015 audit.
This limited the scope of data collection. The study however offers valuable im-
plications for educational policy and higher institutional practices, as it provides
a framework for proactive quality assurance and fosters a deeper understanding

of curriculum risk management.

5.2. Conclusion and Recommendations and Implications for
Quality Assurance

The study showed corroboration among the three methods of data collection with
emerging themes that were similar across methods. While the curriculum devel-
opment and review process demonstrate general compliance with established in-
stitutional policies and procedures, it was observed that risk-based thinking has
been consistently applied across all curriculum units. Specifically, there was lim-
ited evidence of stakeholder feedback integration and inconsistent monitoring of
curriculum review cycles. This reflects a need for greater alignment between docu-
mented procedures and operational practices to fully achieve the intent of Clauses

6 and 8 and support continual improvement across the academic division.

5.3. Implications

Practical implications for the study are that the results can help to strengthen ad-
ministrative decision making, enhance the college’s quality assurance practices,
and improve the curriculum processes of design and implementation. The curric-
ulum risks may be mitigated by using the framework of the study. The risk man-
agement processes of organizations may be aligned with their quality manage-
ment system and ensure that all curriculum processes adhere to risks, formulate
and keep risks in risk registers.

This study may have social implications for countries within the Caribbean.
Curriculum risk-based practices within higher education may contribute to en-
suring that there are academic integrity and ethical standards in developing and
implementing curriculum. The institutions will be better equipped to produce
graduates that are better equipped to meet the needs of their organizations, and
this may foster resilience, institutional stability, and institutional continuity.

The study of risked-based thinking in curriculum development and implemen-
tation provides insights into how higher educational institutions view risks in that
core process to strengthen delivery and academic outcomes. The study connects
the elements of ISO9001, 2015 risk-based thinking, whereas other studies focus
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solely on quality assurance and risks management of the institution overall. Ex-
amining risk in such an operational context from the curriculum development
stage to its implementation bridges the gaps that exists in the quality assurance
literation and total quality management of the curriculum processes.

This study contributes original insight by positioning risk management as a
strategic and integrative function within higher education administration rather
than a purely compliance-driven activity. While existing literature often examines
risk management, quality assurance, and governance as separate domains, this
study uniquely connects these elements by proposing a structured framework for
curriculum risk management aligned with institutional quality assurance systems.
The originality of the study also lies in its contextual focus on administrative prac-
tices within higher education institutions undergoing formal quality management
processes, such as ISO 9001:2015 implementation. By examining risk manage-
ment within this operational context, the study provides a practical and institu-

tionally grounded perspective that is underrepresented in current research.

5.4. Recommendations

It is recommended that the college should make quality practices an institutional
norm supported by continuous improvement and reflective evaluation. It was also
recommended to create curriculum databases and systems that help to build the
curriculum and collect data over time to track changes. The Curriculum Develop-
ment Specialist advocated international partnerships as a means of enhancing cur-
riculum quality and institutional learning:

Future research could use a mixed method approach to examine the impact of
ISO9001 RBT on curriculum effectiveness whilst also exploring stakeholders’ per-

spective on such effectiveness.
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