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Abstract

This is an exploratory study which inquires and investigates the difficulties associated with Quality Assurance (QA)
and Program Accreditation. The study highlights specific issues faced in the adoption and implementation of QA
standards, sub standards and criteria. It identifies a few critical success factors (CSFs) and indigenised QA tools for
program accreditation in Saudi Universities. The CSFs include Stakeholders’ involvement, Top management support,
orientation of staff with QA processes and standards, defining administrative procedures of accreditation, continuous
quality improvement and assimilation of QA processes in day-to-day environment. Concurring with the Saudi
Vision 2030 and National Transformation Program 2020, this study took the empirical approach and collected data
from documentations and guidelines related to the National mission of QA and Accreditation initiated by agencies
like National Centre for Academic Assessment and Accreditation (NCAAA) and Saudi Arabia Quality Framework
(SAQF). This study suggests using the Delphi technique to evaluate the current scenario and ensure predictability
judgments for a successful implementation of CSFs and best practices. As a group communication technique, the
Delphi technique ideally suited this study making use of a group of individuals (e.g Faculty, Assessors) engaging
themselves in resolving complex issues through a consensus. The Delphi technique is also indispensably relevant
where no historical data exist, as many programs in Saudi universities are still not accredited. Finally, the Delphi
Technique is also a method that helps identify risks, reduce bias in the data and estimate the outcome of events, truly
representing predictability and versatility. The implications of this study include offering guidelines to programs
and institutions undergo an accreditation process, by identifying true CSF and best practices.
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1. Introduction

The outcome based learning and an emphasis on standards and criteria set down by accreditation agencies has not
only made educational institutions more learning and knowledge oriented but has also changed their focus from a
product-oriented to a more process and results-oriented education system. This can also be viewed as understanding
of responsibilities by universities towards community and stakeholders, to provide quality education equipped with
required market needs of knowledge, skills and competences. Educational institutions are often found employing
Quality Assurance agencies all over the world to conduct accreditation, assessment and audit activities. These
agencies use a number of instruments and tools, methods and practices, to prepare educational institutions for
accreditation.

Knowledge and research about Quality Assurance have evolved considerably over time. Training of evaluators and
assessors has become a common practice, and Quality Assurance agencies have been not only accumulating
knowledge but are actively sharing their expertise internationally. Stensaker (2007; 2008) argues that the era of
“enthusiasm” is replaced by the era of “realism” in higher education with the introduction of Quality Assurance
systems. Westerheijden et al (2007) state that the field of Quality Assurance is professionalizing and creating a
positive effect on higher education and not only requires technical expertise of experts but also hard evidence of best
work practices.  Last, but not the least, a paradigm shift is seen in educational institutions where Quality Assurance
is more directed towards getting accreditation and treated as a strategic objective (Beerkens,2018).

In the Saudi context, particularly due to the rapid increase in the number of universities during last one decade and in
order to remain competitive, every post-secondary higher education institution has established an internal Quality
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Assurance system. The primary objective of this QA system is to create an environment conducive to quality
assurance, continuous improvement and adopt such methods and practices that help to overcome challenges and
obstacles to quality. The key responsibility of a QA unit in any teaching department is to liaison with the whole of
academic community, including teachers, staff and students to put quality standards into practice and implement it at
institutional as well as program levels. The Saudi Vision 2030 statement has also set such goals for all higher
educational institutions to build “higher quality, multi-faceted Education” (Saudi Vision 2030, p 36), to design and
construct “quality education systems” and an internal culture of quality that could help them achieve mission and
goals, get recognition at national and international levels, and grow into a knowledge-based economy.

The National Transformation Program 2020, which was developed to help accomplish Saudi Vision 2030 and to
establish strategic objectives and identify “initiatives” to achieve its targets, emphasizes on taking initiatives to
“increase the capacity and quality of education” (NTP 2020, p.89) and “to achieve a prosperous future and
sustainable development” (p.6). Al Ohali and Burdon (2013) emphasizes that Saudi strategy for higher education
should be built around short and long term “tracks” out of which one of the tracks identified was quality assurance
and granting accreditation to all educational institutions and universities in Saudi Arabia. Hence, this study aimed at
identifying a few critical success factors (CSFs) and indigenised QA tools that are indispensable for achieving
program accreditation in Saudi Universities.

The study began with identification of the problem, collected data from documentations and guidelines related to the
National mission of QA and Accreditation initiated by agencies like National Centre for Academic Assessment and
Accreditation (NCAAA) and Saudi Arabia Quality Framework (SAQF). The method of research was descriptive,
empirical and qualitative. In addition to document analysis —-NCAAA guidebooks and SAQF guidelines -
brainstorming interactions with the Faculty were also used as research instruments.

Since this study takes concurrence of the Saudi Vision 2030 and National Transformation Plan 2020, it is expected to
act as a term of reference for education planners in Quality and Development Deanships at Saudi Universities.
Both the Deanship and the Program Management can use these CSFs as a model to accelerate their accreditation
plans. This study suggests using the Delphi technique to ensure predictability judgments and a successful
implementation of CSFs suggested in this study. As a group communication technique, the Delphi technique ideally
suited this study making use of a group of individuals (e.g Faculty, Assessors) who engaged themselves in resolving
complex issues through a consensus.

This study will be complementing the research conducted by numerous experts and academicians (V Etor
Reyes-Alc&ar et al, 2012; Narasimha, 2013; Putri, and Yusof, 2009; Jehangiri, 2017; Karuppusami and
Gandhinathan, 2006; Yusof & Aspinwall, 2000; Nicholas, 2014; Mustafa et al, 2005; Lam et al 2011,
Nutcache,2018; Yulisutiany, 2018; Zhang, 2018; Zheng, 2018) who however did not focus on CSFs for an
effective Quality Management System and accomplishment of accreditation of universities. These studies mainly
dealt with CSFs for accomplishing quality in fields like telecommunication, environmental sustainability, healthcare,
manufacturing industries, marketing organizations, enterprise resources, and like. Hence, this research is a first study
to discuss CSFs in an accreditation framework demonstrating a complete technique to implement the accreditation
plan in accordance with the guidelines provided by NCAAA and SAQF.

To facilitate this research a framework was constructed comprising a few CSFs and QA tools that originated from
NCAAA learning domains and SAQF level descriptors. The QA tools devised in this study adopted the Delphi
technique which had assisted in the accreditation process and document management and portfolio management
activities. It is also hoped that these tools will promote interpersonal collaboration, coordination, decision making,
and bring automation in the Quality assurance planning and implementation. When Quality assurance activities are
automated and regulated as a system, it saves time and effort of program accreditation teams.

The remaining part of this paper comprise Literature Review in section two, Problem statement in Section three,
Research framework and Methodology in Section four, followed by Results and Discussion in Sections five and six
respectively. In the end, there is a conclusion highlighting a few recommendations and future research potentials.

2. Literature Review
2.1 Critical Success Factors

Critical Success Factors (CSFs) are indicators that act as enablers to achieve an objective in a project or mission
(Janse, 2019), to reach strategic goals within the mission and gain a competitive advantage (Hong, & Kim, 2002).
CSFs vary in each organization and are different for current and future objectives (Rockart, 1979). They are often
created for a specific act, purpose, place, individuals, for a single department or, for the organization as a whole, but
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remain directly linked with the company’s strategies (Leidecker, & Bruno, 1984). The concept of CSF was first
developed in McKinsey & Co, in1961 and later popularized by Rockart (1979) who redefined them as criteria critical
to success or failure of organizational goals and objectives. Gradually, CSFs came to be regarded essential for
planning of strategies.

Not every company or business organization has the same CSFs as these factors depend upon demographics,
specific characteristics, nature of competences required, marketing trends and like (Narasimha, 2013; Putri and
Yusof, 2009; Jehangiri, 2017; Karuppusami and Gandhinathan 2006; Nicholas, 2014; Lam et al, 2011). Rockart
(1979) considers the following six important sources of CSFs: teamwork, job security (or employment continuity),
training and development, top management (leadership) support, customer satisfaction and continuous Improvement.
Nutcache  (2018) reiterates these sources and highlights how a project manager demands commitment from team
members, retains them, offers them training to develop new skills, takes the support of the top management for all
innovative projects, and works toward satisfaction of all stakeholders. All of these resources are linked together
into a chain and viewed as best practices.

Several studies have accepted these six sources as implementation criteria for Total Quality Management (TQM)
and have arranged them in the order of criticality (Talib et al, 2010, 2011; Salaheldin et al, 2015; Putri and Yusof,
2009; Coronado & Antony,2002; Nicholas, 2014; Jehangiri, 2017). Talib et al. (2010), for instance, listed
top-management commitment as the top critical success factor followed by customer focus and satisfaction. Other
studies valued ‘Conducting training’ or ‘continuous improvement’ or ‘stakeholder focus’ as top of all critical success
factors. Whatever is the order of criticality, these studies have one thing in common that these CSFs are critical
ingredients to success of any organization and if objectives associated with the factors are not achieved, or strategies
are not fulfilled, organization will fail.

In the Saudi context, a study of QA practices in Prince Sultan University (Albagami, 2015), revealed top
management commitment and leadership support as most critical in implementing Quality Assurance.
Albagami(2015) also found employees/faculty much aware and oriented towards QA but lack of motivation and
resistance to its implementation were perceived as inhibitive factors to QA. The finding of this research also revealed
lack of training and low morale due to their qualification an inhibiting factor in the implementation of Quality
Assurance programs. Alharbi (2016), in another study, identified low research productivity, lack of interest in
accreditation and lack of continuous improvement as challenges to higher education in Saudi Arabia. The study
emphasized upon a need to adopt a benchmark strategy to resolve these challenges and felt the leadership of the
university to monitor all sorts of quality outcomes. Almusallam (2013), however, held a different opinion and
regarded learning outcomes and skills development as important CSFs in Saudi universities. The study insisted to
shift the focus from rote learning to creative thinking and problem solving methods of teaching. The study also
recognized the leadership responsibility for continuous improvement to achieve the goals of the university.

2.2 Regulatory Frameworks in Saudi Arabia

In the Arab region most Quality Frameworks have been developed in accordance with the Bologna agreement and
under the guidelines of most European countries; however, there are proposals to develop an indigenized and
standardized quality framework to use within the Arab region (Albagami, 2015). For instance, Saudi Arabia replaced
National Qualifications Framework (NQF) to Saudi Arabia Qualifications Framework (SAQF) with the objective to
design a more indigenized framework to meet local and national needs of the kingdom. SAQF has made a rapid
progress to develop itself as a unified system to enhance the quality of national qualifications network. Responding
to the growing demand of quality and effectiveness in education, SAQF has worked indigenously and classified
qualifications based on learning outcomes for both national and international accreditations. It has set certain
standards and procedures for all national programs with a view to integrate education, training and employment in a
single structure through principles of outcome based assessment. Besides setting qualifications standards, it has also
set goals to create opportunities of socio-economic growth by identifying employability skills needed for the Saudi
labor market. For this purpose, it aims at involving all stakeholders for a collective benefit (Almusallam, 2013;
Alharbi,2016, Mustafa et al, 2005).

The competent governing body behind SAQF is the Education Evaluation Commission (EEC) which in order to
materialize the SAQF plans and strategies established National Commission for Academic Accreditation and
Assessment (NCAAA). It is now working as an independent legal entity with full administrative powers to assess
and accredit academic and training institutions and their programs. NCAAA has established standards and processes
for QA and Accreditation (NCAAA Handbook 1,2 and 3, 2015) which can be seen as critical success factors
required for accreditation. For instance, NCAAA regards Learning Outcomes as Quality Indicators or success factors
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for a program/ institution in Saudi Arabia. The achievement of these Learning outcomes depends upon teaching
strategies, program evaluation mechanisms and student assessment practices for each learning domain.

2.3 Delphi Technique

Habibi, Sarafrazi and Izadyar (2014) consider Delphi technique as a structured, knowledge acquisition and data or
evidence gathering technique, used for qualitative research to help group of experts reach a consensus on a subject in
a decision-making process involving successive rounds and series of questions and discussions. Cyphert and Gant
(1970) were the first to use the Delphi Technique at Ohio State University to develop faculty evaluation criteria.
Since then several studies have investigated the use of Delphi technique in educational settings. Judd (1972) and
Green (2014), for instance, recommend the use of Delphi technique to form guidelines, standards, and in predicting
trends to  accomplish university goals and objectives; Lewis (1984) suggests to use this technique to solve higher
education problems; Scheele (1975) has emphasized upon involving stakeholders in a Delphi study, and so on.

In a qualitative framework, particularly in educational setting, the Delphi technique is useful if teamwork and
interpersonal coordination is used to reduce bias in the data and to keep any one individual from making an undue
influence on the outcome (Hsu, & Sandford 2007). While In quantitative terms, this technique can also be
used to identify risks on profitability and performance of products and services commercially. Turoff and Hiltz
(1996) and Yousef, (2007) describe it as a method for predicting future through group consensus and group judgment
supported by statistical reports and forecasts.

While applying this technique in a qualitative framework such as making an accreditation plan of university
programs, this technique first requires the selection of a suitable facilitator with relevant knowledge and expertise,
who can define the problem well. The facilitator then identifies small teams and groups with relevant experience and
initiates a forecasting process, predicting the outcome of the efforts made by all teams. These teams are then required
to participate in multiple rounds of discussions and focused talks acting as a ‘think tank’ or a panel of experts.
The Delphi Technique typically requires two or three rounds of discussions where participants answer questions with
justification, along with the provision of review and revision between rounds. Each team provides its independent
estimates and predictions to the facilitator who reviews the data and prepares a feasibility report. During this
process, the facilitator is monitoring by actual participation or collecting feedback of each team. Based on the
participants’ views, the facilitator thus identifies critical factors or criteria required for the effective implementation
of Quality Assurance strategies. Delphi technique is popular for its versatility as it applicable in a wide range of
environments, e.g., government schemes, business and industry forecasts, educational planning and forecasts,
feasibility studies and so on.

3. Problem Statement

Universities and educational institutions face a great resistance from their faculty and staff for executing and
implementing quality assurance program at the program level. At very few places, self-evaluation scales are
measured in terms of the accreditation standards to prepare self-study reports (SSR) and Annual Program Reports
(APR). Program specifications are not adhered at all; course specifications and course reports often do not match;
there are deviations, non-conformances and non-compliances of the Quality and accreditation norms in templates;
feedbacks and surveys of graduates, alumni and employers are not conducted on regular basis which makes it
difficult to analyze the trends; program assessment by stakeholders is also not practiced, and so on. There are many
such units and branches in remote areas where a Quality assurance program does not exist at all nor any program
portfolios or documentations are maintained.

In such a scenario, it is important to explore such critical success factors and QA tools that would automate the
Quality assurance activities and enable programs to claim eligibility for accreditation. In a business or industrial
scenario, a quality assurance program when automated ensures quality control of all activities such as testing, risk
assessment, turnover time, and any other component of quality which contributes to the validity of products and
services. These organizations run such quality assurance program to provide Quality assurance tools to units and
departments and facilitate automation of their quality related activities. Such Quality assurance tools are indigenized,
centralized and often customized to streamline the company's operations. When applied in the context of educational
institutions, such Quality Assurance program, can be designed to grant automation to all quality related activities and
facilitate Quality Control regardless of whether the educational institution is aiming to acquire ISO certifications or
national or international accreditation. This study aims to create an action plan or a blue print by identifying CSFs
applicable to all types of certification and accreditation requirements.
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4. Research Framework and Methodology

A qualitative methodology was carried out, organizing the work in three steps: Informative Presentations through
orientation workshop and training sessions; making of an Action Plan or an Implementation Manual; Actual
Implementation. In the first step, informative sessions were conducted by experts on topics related to accreditation
standards and other key areas such as Key Performance Indicators (KPIs), Program Learning Outcomes (PLOs) and
Self Evaluation scales. Eventually, the presenters of these sessions formed teams or action groups to work on their
respective areas of expertise. In the second step, an implementation manual was designed by accumulating the
prerequisites from different accreditation templates. This manual also worked as a ‘Term of Reference’ to guide all
teams or action groups working on accreditation tasks. Finally, in the actual implementation phase, these teams were
involved in self-evaluation, probing into all the required templates and suggesting evidences to fulfill the
accreditation requirements. Besides these three steps, opinions of key informants including Faculty, Staff and
members of top management were also gathered to determine the exact state of Quality Assurance activities at each
program level. The sample comprised 30 informants chosen through stratified sampling methods, out of whom 12
informants held key positions of QA coordinators of five different programs and 18 informants were the Faculty
members of one of the programs offered in one of the departments of a Saudi university.

5. Results

The results of this study can be presented in three levels: first, the opinions and feedback of the key informants taken
during formal and informal focus group discussions; second, the documentation highlighting significant excerpts
from NCAAA handbooks and SAQF guidelines, in the Saudi context; finally, results obtained from the application
of the Delphi technique on the sample of this study.

The opinion of key informants were both alarming and challenging. It revealed upon the researcher the big challenge
ahead in order to obtain accreditation. The comments showed their resistance to Quality Assurance activities were
found mainly due to the lack of awareness about the Quality Management System in general and unaware about
norms, standards and criteria of accreditation, in particular.

In relation to the lack of awareness about quality and accreditation norms, the informants commented:

“Quality Assurance deteriorates our focus and we are not able to concentrate on primary task of teaching,
assessment and students’ development.

1l

“QA is basically an extracurricular activity and should be treated as external to curriculum.’
“There is too much documentation and evaluation feedback....”

Another factor that was found in their statements was about failure in understanding the templates and the manner in
which QA and accreditation activities should be performed :

“There is no single document or template that tells us what to do and how to do it.”

“The regulatory accreditation agency (NCAAA here) keeps changing its templates and publish new
versions.”

When asked about their involvement and participation, they observed:

“Acecreditation is achievable only through compliance and adherence to norms in true sense but
unfortunately people’s involvement —and participation in a continuous effort is scarce.”

The information retrieved from regulatory resources like handbooks and official websites of Education and Training
Evaluation Commission (EEC) and NCAAA revealed several such factors that could be qualified critical to the
success of any accreditation efforts by any institution. For instance, NCAAA expects top management and role of
leadership in coordinating Quality Assessment and Development programs, NCAA Handbook 1 spells out the
following factors for QA and Accreditation which may be considered as expectations and CSFs for the sake of the
current study: Continuing Quality Improvement, supportive relationships among staff without fear or inhibitions,
willingness to acknowledge areas that need improvement, evidence based and independently verified assessment, to
encourage creativity and innovation, diversity and flexibility. It also states that stakeholders should have substantial
participation in planning and review processes with feedback regularly obtained, analyzed, and responded to.

NCAAA also mandates “A program must show the evidence of having made use of sub committees/ multiple teams
to collect comprehensive sets of data / evidence; developing a procedures manual describing processes for quality
assurance; advising on operational procedures for the planning and implementation of quality processes; maintaining
systematic collections of reports that will be required for analysis of trends.” ( NCAAA Handbook 2, p. 8). This
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recognizes the CSFs like teamwork, joint and collective working, adoption of an administrative manual for
procedural purposes. It also identifies 17 Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) at the program level which need to be
periodically measured with new and additional indicators identified to ensure the quality of the program. A few CSFs
listed by these KPIs deal with Students' Evaluation and Quality of learning experience, their performance in the
professional and/or national examinations, their employability and enrolment in postgraduate programs, Employers'
evaluation of graduates proficiency, etc. On the faculty side, the KPIs include Ratio of students to teaching staff,
research publications of faculty members, citations rate in refereed journals per faculty member and stakeholders;
satisfaction of beneficiaries with the learning resources. Adherence to these KPIs is considered a critical success
factor in the journey towards accreditation.

The Saudi Qualification Framework (SQF) too specifies three learning domains that can be categorized as CSFs as
these are emphasized comprehensively in various documents such as Program Specifications, Course Specifications,
and Annual Program Reports. These learning domains are Knowledge, Skills and competence. Knowledge refers to
concepts, facts, information, ideas, and theories; Skills refer to the ability to apply knowledge in a practical context;
competencies refers to efficiency as seen in personal attributes, values, and ethical responsibility in applying
knowledge and skills in different social and cultural situations.

Delphi technique was applied on eleven small groups called sub committees in the sample of the study. Each
subcommittee was required to work as a panel of experts and to arrive at a consensus through a series of meetings
and group discussions. Considering that the Delphi technique is helpful particularly in estimating and forecasting
outcomes of projects or missions, an explorative experimentation model was devised in which the team leader of
each group was provided a small set of information about each of the NCAAA standards and criteria and was asked
to collect more information and build upon a portfolio comprising data specific to the standards and criteria assigned
to teams. This was consistent with the Delphi technique which requires selecting a suitable facilitator or expert of
relevant knowledge and making sure that the problem is defined well. The teams were then asked to involve in
self-evaluation and a close examination of events and activities to identify performance indicators, or predictors of
performance.

Table 1. Framework of Delphi technique applied.

Areas Resource Method Instrument Result/ Outcome
Identification of Handbooks and Sorting common Templates and Targets set for
standards /criteria Guidelines requirements PowerPoint accreditation
Formation of teams Faculty and Staff Coaching and Formal/ Informal Strong committed
of experts Mentoring meetings teams/ groups
Allocation of Previous Public Presentation Self_—evaluation and AI_I _ standards/
standards and criteria Knowledge and sorting throug_h criteria allotted
relevant content analysis
experience methods
Identification of data, Official Groups dynamics, Visits and meetings, Relevant data and
information, Documentation  teamwork and data mining evidence found
evidences inter-team coordination
Storage and retrieval Official Portfolios and data Archival Software Ready to access
of data Documentation ~ management data

A show of teamwork and interpersonal and inter-team coordination was advised to them in order to reduce a
potential bias in the data and evidences and to keep any one individual or single team from making an undue
influence on the outcome. It took almost 4 months to complete the whole process but the results were very
encouraging. Table 1 summarizes the framework of the application of the Delphi technique.

6. Discussion

Based on findings of the study a few CSFs were formulated namely leadership and top management, staff training,
teamwork, autonomy and empowerment and Performance improvement.

Leadership and top management is undoubtedly essential to strategic quality management. Current studies such as
Seyfried (2019) have demonstrated the importance of strategic leadership in facilitating Quality assurance activities
for program accreditation. The significance of role by strategic leadership is also acknowledged in NCAAA
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documents (NCAAA, 2015, Handbook 1). The Saudi Vision 2030 also emphasizes upon "effective leadership™ that
determines the strength and consistency of performance in areas such as planning, management and coordination.
Quality assurance is most often initiated from top to bottom, but its success mainly depends on the extent to which
the top is able to influence the bottom. In other words, the top management or administrators need to motivate
faculty and staff to involve and participate in QA related activities. Truly speaking, in the context of Higher
education, leadership cannot be seen in isolation as it requires the support of staff deployed for teaching and
administration, which works on “empowerment paradigm.” In other words, the leadership, comprising Deans and
Vice Deans should practice empowerment in their work environment. Taking the macro perspective of
empowerment to staff at work place, it not only improves individual’s performance in the work context but also
motivates them to incorporate competencies, attitudinal changes, less resistance to innovative ideas,

Training of staff  is another best practice which helps institutions to achieve their Quality and Development goals.
Training of staff is a response to the competencies gap that is identified between the actual and the desired level of
competencies. By launching appropriate training Programmes, institutions can reduce this gap. The Vision 2030
(p.83) also considers human capital as crucial to the success of any project and emphasizes upon their “nurturing”
and preparing them for strategic activities. NCAAA insists for disseminating its standards and criteria through
training thus expecting institutions to establish a professional development framework (NCAAA, 2015). It also
expects each program or department to carry out a process of self-assessment and determine the competences levels
of its faculty and staff in order to identify the gap. This should be followed by conduct of informative sessions
allowing opportunities for interaction and brainstorming among the Faculty and staff. A few informants endorsed the
idea to conduct of training programs on NCAAA standards (NCAAA, 2018) , KPIs (NCAAA, 2019), Program
learning outcomes and similar other topics.

A need for Teamwork is emphasized by NCAAA in formation of sub committees/ multiple teams to collect
comprehensive sets of data / evidence for quality assurance prior to the submission of an application for accreditation.
A team-centred approach is recommended in order to ensure an integrated and unbiased presentation of facts and
evidences in Self Study reports,. An Assessor of these documents empirically validates their effectiveness provided it
is the product of group dynamics and teamwork. There can be two benefits of teamwork in Quality management:
first, collective benefits to the institution as it reduces time and cost of documentation of evidence, improves
interpersonal communication and the synergy resolves the issues of resistance too; secondly, there are individual
benefits like improved satisfaction due to work completion, sense of belonging, motivation and loyalty to the
institution and above all increased decision-making ability. One of the informants shared their volunteering to
formulate teams and sub committees to work for program accreditation expected next year. According to them, a
working model or an action plan for accreditation must transcend the limits of personal egos, individual interests and
faculty should take into account the common goals and try to achieve them through consensus and a collective effort.

Autonomy and empowerment is however one of the most difficult success factors to develop in practice because
the Saudi universities follow a different culture, which clashes with the values, priorities and roles assigned to
Quality professionals who are still following traditional working patterns, subjected to "bureaucratization" of
processes and "mechanization” of tasks. Any institution can develop only if its individuals have the ability to take
decisions on matters related to institutional brand building as well as Quality and Development. Decision making is
developed through autonomy granted to them by the organization either through procedural and administrative
agreements or through empowerments.

There is a need to provide a certain degree of autonomy and empowerment to faculty and staff so that they develop
their ability to face everyday challenges and improve their personal performances without inhibitions and
intimidations. The significance of autonomy and empowerment at the grass root levels have empirical benefits in the
form of choosing their individual strategies to perform and also assessing their performance. Truly speaking,
autonomy and empowerment requires "decentralization” of decision-making; delegating tasks and responsibilities to
unit and committee heads, to individual staff members, which may have a more direct impact on managerial
effectiveness of leadership which they may later find it difficult to rationalize or some of them may be reluctant to
redirect their roles and allow autonomy or decentralization. It can be argued here that autonomy and empowerment
facilitates administrative processes and supports the operational procedures of an educational institutions. Such
competent professionals may be identified and allowed to participate in decision-making on Quality and
Development activities. To facilitate them, new rules may be introduced which may enable them to mould
themselves in professional and management roles
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Performance improvement through coaching and mentoring is another key enabler or a CSF in Quality Assurance
and Accreditation related activities. Performance improvement refers to providing opportunities of improvement
and enhancement knowledge and skills. The facilitator of QA unit will first identify such individuals that show more
resistance as well as those risk areas that could retard the developing of a Quality culture and a quality conducive
environment. Thus through risk analysis methods, the facilitator prioritizes a support mechanism and succeeds in
breaking the resistance as well as eradicate all potential risks, leading to great improvement. This technique is often
applied in evaluating Key Performance Areas (KPAs) and Key Result Areas (KRAs) of employees in a work
scenario. Adopting these best practices in an educational setting undoubtedly initiates a process of continuous quality
improvement.

Table 2 shows the current and desired situation of these factors as was evident from the sample of the study. Some of
the desired situation was achieved by applying the Delphi technique which proves its relevance, transferability and
validity in similar situations.

Table 2. CSFs in Current situation vs. desired situation

Current situation Desired situation

Leadership Top
down approach

Training of staff

Teamwork

Autonomy and
empowerment

Performance
improvement

Only project related or occasional
flexibility is seen in leadership
behavior;  fewer opportunities  of

attendance in leadership development
programs by subordinates (Staff/
Faculty).

Training is offered in few areas only
and is for insufficient duration. It is
more challenging to accomplish the
organizational goals. Training is relied
upon external trainers. Significant
weaknesses or gaps are observed in
many areas.

Teams are formed as committees to
perform formal/periodical tasks and for
short durations. Teams lack rigor and
consistent performance.

Systematic approach lacking in granting
autonomy to the subordinates.

Improvement is achieved through
reacting to problems. Some adverse
trends evident in performance at both
individual and institutional levels.
Orientation towards performance is less
evident.

Leadership
Bottom up
approach

Training of staff

Teamwork

Autonomy and
empowerment

Performance
improvement

A decentralization or delegation of
powers/ authority/ autonomy on
regular basis is needed. Subordinates
(faculty/ staff) should participate in
leadership  development  programs.
Industry and benchmark leadership
should be demonstrated

Need felt for skills up gradation of staff/
employees. Opportunities to be given to
internal trainers. Skills gaps to be filled
up through need based training of staff.

Alighment with organizational
strategies should be evident in teams;

teams should be responsive to
challenges and set performance
benchmarks.

Subordinates need to be integrated
with  organizational functions and
activities  through autonomy and
empowerment

More proactive approach needed to
address issues Need to develop tools

for  organizational  learning  for
improvement, refinement and
innovation backed by analysis of

organizational performance levels.

7. Conclusion

The Delphi technique is particularly relevant to establish causation where no historical data exist or where there is no
precedence (Avella, 2016). This technique was uniquely ideal for the sample and the purpose of the current study
as many programs in Saudi universities are still not accredited. The Delphi technique has been in practice with
three versions : first, the “policy” Delphi when there is a need to devise a strategy to resolve a specific problem,;
second, the “classical” Delphi used to forecast a future event; finally, the “decision-making” Delphi for effective
decision making (Linstone & Turoff, 2002).
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For the current study and due to its objectives, the third version of “decision-making” Delphi was adopted. The
multiple rounds of meetings and group discussions with the subcommittees and teams helped in decision making and
arriving at a consensus. The researcher of the current study played the twin role of a “planner” and a “facilitator” but
refrained from becoming an “instrument” or a “contributor” of this qualitative study to avoid and minimize the
researcher bias. The research restricted his role to arranging panel discussions with the objective to identify and
prioritize key facts and figures of Quality and Accreditation, focusing on NCAAA documents and their requirements.
Using the Delphi technique as a strategy, the focus was on the delivery mechanism and the desired output.
Eventually, each panel or subcommittee was meant to establish a list of facts and evidences.

The critical success factors (CSFs) identified in this study are a result of observation, study of documentation and
lengthy, holistic discussion with panelists. It is highly recommended that the top management shows their
commitment to these CSFs particularly employee training and empowerment, to act as benchmarks for other
programs to emulate this success. Hence, it was necessary to link these CSFs with QA initiatives involving all
individuals at all positions in order to accomplish accreditation. A great deal of lesson was also learnt during the
course of this study which would greatly enhance the success of Quality initiatives. The administrators can use the
findings of this study as a model to plan the self-evaluation processes required for quality accreditation. The benefits
of this model would be the implementation of teamwork, coordination, decision making approach and reaching
consensus to resolve issues, reduction in non-conformances and non-compliance, reduction in rework and repetition,
and so on. Future research using the Delphi technique and CSFs can be carried out for institutional development
requiring radical redesign of practices and taking initiatives to optimize the program learning outcomes, assessment
strategies and making institutions more productive to social and community needs.
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