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Taking a long view towards quality improvement: an 
intentional approach to solving wicked problems and 
improving student experience

Claire Hamshirea , Neil Barretta and Rachel Forsythb 

aUniversity of Salford, Salford, UK; bLund University, Lund, Sweden 

ABSTRACT 
Quality enhancement projects in universities frequently rely 
on short-term, fragmented studies implemented in response 
to snapshot data linked to student feedback. Such projects 
may not address the complex interplay across stakeholder 
groups and do not always acknowledge the unintended con-
sequences of change. This article, focused on systems design, 
draws on research conducted over seventeen years and dem-
onstrates how an intentional approach to linked quality 
enhancement projects can influence quality culture across an 
institution. The use of a longitudinal wicked problem theory 
approach allows the consideration of students’ experiences 
as multi-faceted, influenced by a wide range of stakeholders 
and interrelated factors. This approach can be used to co- 
create actions, build trust in the cultural changes needed for 
long-term improvements and ensure that investment in 
large-scale institutional changes is effective.
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Introduction

The importance of quality assurance in higher education is widely assumed 
(Cardoso et al., 2015) but relatively little scholarly work has discussed the devel-
opment and enhancement of a quality culture that embeds consideration of 
quality across a university (Legemaate et al., 2022). A significant quantity of 
research involves relatively small-scale and short-term surveys with a focus on 
performance indicators that can oversimplify complex problems and overlook 
interlinked elements (Hamshire et al., 2017; Harvey, 2022a). There may be a 
focus on a single measurement instrument such as the United Kingdom (UK) 
National Student Survey (Brown et al., 2015; Buckley, 2012; Burgess et al., 2018; 
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Langan et al., 2015) or on a metric such as student persistence in university. A 
common reductionistic approach to addressing perceived educational prob-
lems in higher education, such as student progression or student satisfaction, 
is to implement a tactical short-term project, focusing on outcomes. A pro-
gramme team might respond to a drop in student satisfaction with group 
assessment by removing group work altogether. When the programme is 
next reviewed, employers may report that graduates are insufficiently pre-
pared for teamwork and so the groupwork is reinstated. If students say 
that feedback is not timely, the university may focus on monitoring the 
dates when feedback is returned rather than exploring what students’ percep-
tions of timeliness are and whether it is perceived differently across 
programmes.

A temporary concentration on these single, if complex, issues may have a 
short-term impact but may not reveal anything about how the whole culture 
of a university can be enhanced so that all activities are of high quality. A 
more critical examination of quality in higher education is needed, with con-
sideration of how it relates to shared values and collective ownership 
(Harvey, 2022a; Legemaate et al., 2022).

Kacaniku’s analysis of Kosovo’s moves towards joining the European Higher 
Education Area suggests that accountability has tended to take precedence in 
quality discussions but that there is a need to have a balance between 
accountability and improvement to develop a quality culture (Kaçaniku, 2020). 
A focus on accountability does not acknowledge that students’ experiences 
across a diverse population are individual (Hamshire & Jack, 2016): many read-
ers will be familiar with the suggestion that ‘we changed X in response to stu-
dent evaluation last year, and this year the students said they would prefer it 
to be the original way’. Acknowledging that the factors that affect students’ 
experiences of higher education are complex and that surveys at single points 
can only ever collect a ‘temporal slice’ of their experiences is an essential first 
step (Hamshire et al., 2017). Understanding students’ experiences needs to be 
grounded in empirical evidence and critical social research that recognises 
that individual needs, motivations and expectations shift and change 
throughout students’ studies, influenced by both personal and external 
factors (Benson, 2006; Hamshire et al., 2013b; Kandiko & Mawer, 2013; Skinner, 
2014).

Further work analysing and improving processes to ensure that they work 
for the whole student population across their higher education experiences 
is required, with a focus on deconstructing dominant discourses and recon-
structing an understanding that identifies the social and historical interrela-
tionships (Harvey, 2022a). This article presents a process that uses a wicked 
problem-solving approach to enhance quality, with examples from practice, 
including what started out as short-term studies.
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Concatenated research

Concatenated research describes a form of longitudinal qualitative explor-
ation in which a series of studies are linked, as if in a chain, leading to cumu-
lative grounded theory (Stebbins, 1992). Initial studies are predominantly 
exploratory and each subsequent study examines or re-examines a related 
aspect (Stebbins, 1992). For example, qualitative interviews with students 
might be followed by a large-scale quantitative survey to determine scale. 
This approach can support the understanding of complex and persistent 
problems over time to locate student and staff voices as their experiences 
develop and identify what factors influence their experiences.

The work described here began as separate exploratory studies, one 
focusing on student experiences (Hamshire & Cullen, 2010, 2014) and the 
other on staff experiences (Forsyth & Cullen, 2016). Following data collection 
and presentation at institutional conferences for the two studies, it became 
apparent that there would be considerable advantages to working collabora-
tively to inform institutional developments and cultural change to develop 
understanding of substantive issues (Harvey, 2022a). As the authors each 
continued to progress subsequent research projects and collaborate, the 
value of sequentially combining data from these educational studies was evi-
dent, as a process to subsequently develop insights into learning and teach-
ing from both students and staff as a type of longitudinal research (Stebbins, 
1992)

Each exploratory study unfolded with an accumulation of research and 
application of theory (Stebbins, 2001) to build on the findings of previous 
work, providing opportunities to explore both the intended and unintended 
consequences of institutional change. The collated staff and students’ narra-
tives were therefore central to successive institutional developments, as they 
articulated their individual and team experiences. These seventeen years of 
research provide unique insights into the impact of historical issues and 
social and cultural factors to facilitate incremental solutions to wicked prob-
lems. This approach challenges taken-for-granted views and offers an alterna-
tive perspective (Harvey, 2023), advancing the study of sets of related 
groups and quality processes towards increased methodological and theoret-
ical rigor (Stebbins, 1992).

Wicked problems

The ‘wicked problem’ framework developed by Rittel and Webber (1973) was 
initially proposed to address significant, complex problems that were difficult 
to progress, identified by ten key properties (Table 1). Such wicked problems 
were characterised as both dynamic and challenging to solve (Sherman & 
Peterson, 2009) and, as a consequence, solutions may have no stopping 
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points or definitive outcomes (Hamshire et al., 2019). The framework has 
been used across a wide range of policy areas, with a focus on problems 
that cannot be addressed through linear, reductionist approaches (Prowse & 
Forsyth, 2017; Thompson & Houston, 2024).

Wicked problems within a higher education context

Quality in higher education exhibits all the characteristics of a wicked prob-
lem, requiring contextually appropriate solutions, as well as being difficult to 
solve absolutely. Frequently, there is no definitive agreement on what the 
problem is and, without this agreement, the search for a solution is open- 
ended (Roberts, 2000). Addressing such problems requires multidisciplinary 
collaboration and change within and across institutional microcultures (Roxå 
& Mårtensson, 2015) to include diverse and divergent voices (Hamshire et al., 
2019).

Using a wicked problem theory framework to explore quality enhance-
ment acknowledges the inter-relatedness of complex factors and provides a 
focus for taking a long view about problem resolution. An expectation of 
conflicting views and uncertainty encourages a focus on both the intended 
and unintended consequences of any solutions (Pohl et al., 2017; Prowse & 
Forsyth, 2017). This leads to an iterative approach involving continuous 
learning, adaptation and refinement of strategies. The intentional inclusion 
of all stakeholders and micro-cultures, alongside a recognition that there is 
no simple solution, ensures that solutions and processes work for a diverse 
student population across their higher education experiences. This enables 
the focus to be moved away from short-term, linear solutions to longer-term 
quality enhancement through embedded consultation and feedback on out-
comes, collective ownership and shared values.

This approach is represented in the general model for wicked problem 
management shown in Figure 1 (adapted from Hamshire et al., 2019). It was 
developed during a regional study exploring student attrition from health-
care programmes within the northwest of the UK, with a recognition that a 
shift in thinking was required to recognise the complex interplay across 

Table 1. The ten properties of a wicked problem
1 There is no definitive formulation of a wicked problem.
2 Wicked problems have no stopping rule.
3 Solutions to wicked problems are not ‘true-or-false’ but ‘good-or-bad’.
4 There is no immediate and no ultimate test of a solution to a wicked problem.
5 Every solution to a wicked problem is a ‘one-shot operation’.
6 Wicked problems do not have an enumerable (or exhaustive describable) set of potential solutions.
7 Every wicked problem is essentially unique.
8 Every wicked problem can be considered to be a symptom of another problem.
9 The existence of discrepancy representing a wicked problem can be explained in numerous ways.
10 The planner has no right to be wrong.

Source: Rittel and Webber (1973, p. 161–66).
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factors and predict the potential consequences of interventions (Hamshire 
et al., 2019, 2012b).

Accepting that large-scale changes in a university can be conceptualised 
as wicked problems facilitates the reframing of discussions about students’ 
experiences from small-scale, local interventions towards holistic, multi-stake-
holder solutions (Hamshire et al., 2012a, 2012b). This conceptual change also 
emphasises that challenges can frequently be due to systems and problems 
that interact with one another rather than standalone issues (Sabin, 2012). 
Teams may be working on separate but interconnected tasks without good 
understanding of other parts of the university’s work: changes in one team’s 
policies may have consequences for resourcing in other areas. For example, 
changing a mitigating circumstances policy in response to student requests 
might lead to a substantial increase in appeals which are dealt with by 
another department.

Wicked problem management for quality enhancement

Although quality improvement must be incremental and continuous, change 
projects often begin as top-down initiatives to address numerical perform-
ance indicators or perceptions of the university, such as those presented by 
rankings or league tables (Hamshire et al., 2017). Funding must be secured 
and, for that, objectives must relate to the apparent ‘problem’ and the pro-
ject must have specific deliverables. This can make it difficult to link changes 
in projects to past and future work. Acknowledging these issues and using a 
concatenated approach in conjunction with the wicked problem framework 
enabled the authors to explore how policies and social factors contributed 
to institutional culture and ultimately affected students’ learning experiences 

Figure 1. General model for wicked problem management (Hamshire et al., 2019).
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over time in relation to a series of institutional change priorities and projects. 
This iterative process also allowed the authors to focus on the experiences 
of the stakeholder groups, acknowledge historical issues and the impact of 
their voices, to discuss how quality improvements could be achieved 
through integrated stakeholder involvement.

The concatenated research presented here focused on stakeholder 
involvement by combining research from two strands, staff perspectives and 
student perspectives (Figure 2) and applied the Hamshire et al. (2019) wicked 
problem model to develop incremental solutions through inclusive practice 
to achieve sustained institutional change. These projects are detailed in 
Table 2.

Strand 1: an exploration of student experiences moving away from 
problematising the students to problematising the systems

Students’ higher education experiences are widely acknowledged as being 
multifaceted, yet research studies frequently fragment and thematically split 
their experiences focusing on a particular snapshot in time of the students’ 
overall experience; or targeting a particular aspect of that experience 
(Hamshire et al., 2013a). To critique the studies presented here, the begin-
nings of this concatenated research were in 2006 when one of the authors 
explored the barriers and facilitators to level four student engagement with 

Figure 2. Applying the model for wicked problem management to a concatenated research 
process.
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online learning resources ‘Easy Start’ (Hamshire & Cullen, 2010, 2014). This 
initial project explored students’ transition to higher education and formed 
the foundation for an exploration of the factors that contributed to health-
care student attrition in the ‘Staying the Course’ study (Hamshire et al., 
2012a, 2012b, 2013a, 2013b). Implicit within these projects was an explor-
ation of how institutional support systems and resources could be developed 
to meet the needs of a diverse student population; essentially a deficit 
model problematising students rather than institutional systems. Both studies 
utilised a mixed-methods approach combining quantitative and qualitative 
data for a comprehensive analysis (Creswell, 2003) to consider multiple view-
points, perspectives and positions (Johnson et al., 2007). However, whilst this 
research was satisfactory, it effectively reinforced the status quo and did not 
dig beneath the surface of ‘taken-for-granteds’ (Harvey, 2022a, p. 2).

Reflecting on this fragmentation and problematisation, a subsequent four- 
year longitudinal narrative study, which began in 2010, aimed to listen to 
students describe their experiences at a range of points within their studies 
(Hamshire & Wibberley, 2014; Hamshire & Jack, 2016). The student narratives 
collected during this study portrayed how individual students interpreted 
and narrated their experiences of being a student and whilst there were vari-
eties, variance and difference, they also overlapped and commonalities could 
be identified (Hamshire & Wibberley, 2014). Four significant themes were 
identified as having a significant impact on the students’ engagement: peer 
support, finances, learner development and personal circumstances; and the 
findings underlined the importance of listening to students to understand 
their experiences. This research also noted the difficulties of exploring the 
complexity of individual stories when students are sampled at single points 
in time and only a ‘temporal slice’ of their experiences is considered 
(Hamshire et al., 2017).

Table 2. Projects included within the two strands of the concatenated research
Strand 1: Student experience research projects Strand 2: Staff Perspectives research projects

HEA Funded Easystart Induction project (Hamshire 
& Cullen, 2014)

JISC Funded Supporting Responsive Curricula (SRC) 
(Bird et al., 2015)

HEE Funded Staying the Course student attrition 
project (Hamshire et al., 2012a, 2012b; Hamshire 
et al., 2013a, 2013b)

JISC funded TRAFFIC project (Forsyth & Cullen, 
2016; Forsyth et al., 2015, 2024)

Man Met University funded Student narratives on 
their HE experiences (Hamshire et al., 2018; 
Hamshire & Wibberley, 2014)

Man Met University and University of Cape Town 
funded Staff narratives of first-generation 
students (Forsyth et al., 2022; Hamshire et al., 
2021)

HEE Funded Predicting and Supporting Success 
(PASS) project (Harris et al., 2019; Jack et al., 
2017, 2018)

Man Met University funded Inclusive Learning Communities (ILC) project – student experiences and staff 
perspectives (Gamote et al., 2022; Hamshire et al., 2023)

HEA¼Higher Education Academy; HEE¼Health Education England; JISC¼ Joint Information Systems 
Committee (renamed Jisc in 2012). Man Met University¼Manchester Metropolitan University.
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Building on the findings from these studies, the authors were awarded 
funding for a large-scale, regional, mixed-methods project that combined an 
extensive analysis of regional student training database data with a second 
phase of focused analysis of students’ experiences and perceptions using sur-
vey and interview data, to identify the factors that had an impact on pro-
gression. This ‘PASS project’ was funded by Health Education England and 
combined data from students at eleven institutions in the Northwest of the 
UK (Hamshire et al., 2017; Jack et al., 2018; Harris et al., 2019). The purpose 
of this study was to explore student success and retention to gain greater 
understanding of what influenced students’ experiences and to develop a 
benchmarking tool (Langan et al., 2015; Harris et al., 2019).

Stakeholders from higher education institutions, practice placements, 
regional networks and students were all given opportunities to identify social 
and historical issues and develop incremental solutions within the PASS pro-
ject. Students’ voices and experiences were given prominence throughout the 
data collection processes via both a survey and in-depth narrative interviews 
to ensure that their lived experiences of being a student were considered as a 
more holistic system issue rather than focusing on individual student charac-
teristics. Ultimately, the project was focused on exploring students learning 
experiences through continuous quality improvement to provide:

� systematic comparison of performance across programmes and institu-
tions, allowing a better understanding of relative performance;

� a comparison of relative sector or programme averages;
� a process of self-evaluation and self-improvement by institutions using 

standardised metrics;
� identification of institutional ‘position’ in comparison to others, strengths 

and weaknesses, and best practice across the region.

The complexity of the student responses indicated that there was a need to 
improve systems and support across the range of interactions and services that 
contribute to their experiences. To do this effectively, the impact of systemic 
change on staff and institutional micro-cultures also needed to be considered 
and a staff development programme devised. This complex multi-system 
change was being explored within strand 2 of this concatenated work and the 
findings from both strands were used to inform the development of the other.

Strand 2: managing complex multi-system change in a university

In 2008, the authors began work on a university-wide quality enhancement 
project to restructure the curriculum (Bird et al., 2015). The overarching aim 
was to make the university more responsive to the needs of stakeholders, 
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particularly students, employers and professional bodies. The project baseline 
report reported broad agreement that curriculum change was needed but 
that this was hampered by:

� overly bureaucratic processes;
� competing demands on staff;
� conflicting time cycles in different parts of the university;
� unclear lines of responsibility for curriculum change;
� lack of sense of personal ownership;
� inertia, owing either to the scale of the task or to the existence of long- 

established and effective ‘work-arounds’ in some areas (Bird et al., 2015).

The original improvement goals were to simplify and align processes, clarify 
responsibilities and enable a flexible approach to curriculum review and change.

At the beginning of the project, the university leadership made some 
decisions about major changes to the curriculum structure which were to be 
implemented across the university. The proposed changes were intended to 
provide a common structure for curriculum design, to provide more flexibil-
ity in the choice of modules for students and to enable the implementation 
of university-wide systems for timetabling, learning management systems 
and library integration. The systematic change created a singular credit struc-
ture, with all module leaders required to rewrite the module specifications 
and, in many cases, combine different modules, requiring much explanation, 
cultural change and staff development across the organisation.

Inevitably, staff were concerned about the changing systems that had 
been in place since the university had had a different, less independent, 
form of governance. Many members of both teaching and administrative 
staff were sceptical about the chances of success with such huge changes. 
This has been characterised as ‘holistic paralysis’ (Ericson, 1970), or ‘we can’t 
change anything because we’d have to change everything’ (Bird et al., 2015). 
To facilitate the change process an evidence base, using a wide range of 
existing data, such as student satisfaction, student continuation, graduate 
employment, staff workloads and assessment sizes was reviewed, alongside 
workshops involving staff and students from across the institution. This work 
revealed complex interdependencies and varied curriculum change processes 
across campuses, disciplines and cohort characteristics.

Many lessons were learned from this experience of the complexities of, 
and anxieties caused by, large-scale change in universities leading the team 
to identify two very specific recommendations.

QUALITY IN HIGHER EDUCATION 9



� Academic decisions must be made at the level of the department or pro-
gramme team wherever possible and systems should be designed to 
make this possible.

� The project team needs to make changes as small and easy to execute as 
possible.

In 2011, a project was launched to improve assessment management 
(TRAFFIC), using all of the lessons learned about collaboration from the cur-
riculum project and the student experience research in Strand 1. Students, as 
significant stakeholders, were meaningfully represented in all working 
groups, contributing to decisions about assessment types and formats, crite-
ria, feedback policies, extensions for late work and appeals processes. There 
was a significant shift to a more student-centred approach. Regulations and 
guidance were updated to reflect latest research in assessment literacy and 
institutional-level changes were kept to a minimum, with a focus on devel-
oping staff skills in designing and managing assessment in a valid, reliable 
and secure way.

Alongside this systems development, a further project explored staff narra-
tives of first-generation students’ experiences (Forsyth et al., 2022; Hamshire 
et al., 2021). The purpose of this study was to explore whether a mismatch 
between staff perceptions and students’ experiences might be a possible 
contributor to inequalities in student success. The study explored and com-
pared staff discourses about the experiences of first-generation students at 
two universities, one in the UK and the other in South Africa. While staff 
identified system issues that contributed to these disparities, they were 
unsure of their own roles in relation to developing processes to shape an 
inclusive environment (Forsyth et al., 2022).

One core element of these projects was a policy change on supporting 
decision-making at the closest possible point to teaching (Forsyth et al., 
2015, 2024) minimising top-down regulations. Achieving this required a pro-
cess of iteration of proposals through cycles of presentation and active dis-
cussion with stakeholders, as indicated in the wicked framework model.

Using the findings of each of these projects, a significant programme of 
staff development was designed and implemented, using many different 
approaches to persuade colleagues of the value of the changes. Cornford 
and Pollock (2003) described the importance of lateral relationships in bring-
ing about change in universities: not only within teams but between profes-
sional and academic staff, as well as between staff and students. During this 
project, considerable work went into facilitating these lateral relationships 
and better mutual understanding of roles and responsibilities. Techniques 
used included the design of games to depersonalise the introduction to 
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difficult decisions (Hamshire & Forsyth, 2013) and the use of scenarios to 
capture complex student experiences (Hamshire et al., 2021).

Bringing the two strands of research together

A key element of the concatenated approach was to link new projects to 
previous ones, showing coherence in institutional strategy and acknowledge-
ment of existing skills and knowledge. In the case of the work reported here, 
the core theme was the adaptation of teaching, assessment and institutional 
management systems to the needs of a diverse student population. Through 
these consecutive projects, there was a natural progression from the prob-
lematisation of students (their diversity requires special adaptations) to the 
problematisation of cultures (our systems exclude or create barriers for some 
students).

In 2019, the authors began a project to improve the experiences of stu-
dents from historically marginalised backgrounds, which was designed from 
the beginning to foreground students’ perceptions of their experiences to 
make systemic improvements to attitudes, processes and procedures. This 
student-led project provided a structure for acknowledging and improving 
situations and approaches that had led to inadvertent but real impact on 
students’ sense of belonging and ability to achieve in the university. Using 
the learning from the previous projects, the institutional culture was prob-
lematised from the beginning but without criticism or judgement of the 
existing situation and with a focus on deconstructing dominant discourses 
and reconstructing an understanding that identified the social and historical 
interrelationships (Harvey, 2022a, 2023). The focus was on how to articulate 
and use shared values to take collective ownership of what evidence showed 
to be a real problem: the difference in achievement of students with differ-
ent personal characteristics, particularly for students from historically minority 
backgrounds.

The core activities of this project included listening events with both staff 
and students to explore lived experiences (Gamote et al., 2022; Hamshire 
et al., 2023). The key elements that enabled this institution-wide change 
were aligned with the general model for wicked problem management 
(Hamshire et al., 2019) and included the following.

� Student and staff perceptions of their experiences led all interventions.
� The current situation was critiqued but without criticising individual peo-

ple or previous actions: the focus was on solving the wicked problem.
� Actions were reviewed regularly and discussed with all stakeholders, lead-

ing to changes in approach or processes.
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� The project focused on changing the culture to one in which all activities 
are reviewed in relation to student and staff perceptions, rather than on 
simply fixing the original problem.

� This changed culture was intended to include widespread understanding 
that there would never be a stopping point to quality improvement.

Conclusions and recommendations

Enhancing a quality culture in higher education is complex. Addressing long-
standing problems and finding sustainable solutions requires longitudinal, 
inclusive approaches that value all stakeholders and consider the impact of 
multiple interacting systems. One challenge is a lack of perceived ownership 
(Legemaate et al., 2022) and a second is an inherent conservatism in relation 
to organisations: traditional curriculum and assessment structures have been 
in place in recognisable format for centuries and there is a natural reluctance 
to change what has previously worked. Despite considerable research on 
quality cultures, there are limited studies on the potential of a systems 
approach to quality enhancement (Legemaate et al., 2022) and quality 
enhancement projects frequently rely on short-term, fragmented studies 
implemented in response to snapshot data.

The two strands of research presented within this article highlight some 
of the inherent social and cultural complexity of cultural change across 
stakeholder groups. Acknowledging this complexity as well as valuing histor-
ical voices, in partnership with all stakeholders, enables us to focus on devel-
oping incremental solutions (Hamshire et al., 2019). Fundamental to this 
process, there needs to be a recognition of the multifaceted intersections of 
student and staff experience and an acknowledgment of the unintended 
consequences of change, ensuring that investment in large-scale institutional 
changes is effective. Working within complex systems, staff can perceive that 
the solution to challenges is for students to adapt and change to fit in with 
a conventional institutional culture rather than substantial changes in institu-
tional approach (Forsyth et al., 2022).

Quality enhancement processes and systems have multiple purposes, 
including public accountability, the improvement of teaching, learning and 
assessment and portfolio management. Over the last twenty years, there has 
been a significant increase in the use of both learning analytics and perform-
ance indicators to reconnect learning to quality assurance (Harvey, 2022b), 
however, if learning and teaching is to be improved for the individual stu-
dent, it is necessary to recognise the importance of listening to students as 
valued stakeholders and move away from problematising the students to 
problematising the systems. Re-conceptualising quality as a systems problem, 
facilitates long-term holistic change by identifying overarching themes that 
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may be driving the change management agenda and avoiding the repetition 
of modest solutions. To facilitate long-term systemic change, it is therefore 
vital to stop reporting on single case studies and take a longer view that 
allows for the review and reframing of problems with the participation of 
diverse stakeholders.

Within the examples given here, engagement with students and staff 
demonstrated that an intentional approach to linked quality enhancement 
projects was key to the successful implementation of initiatives. This 
approach can be used to co-create actions, building trust in the cultural 
changes needed for long-term improvements. When colleagues and students 
believed in the motivation for the changes, they were able to adapt inter-
ventions using their own skills and experience. As with the projects detailed 
here, it may take some time for the links between projects to become appar-
ent, so a prospective concatenated research study may not be the initial 
design. However, it is valuable to consider the possibility of this whenever 
universities are embarking on institutional change in response to complex 
external and internal drivers. An intentional approach to learning from each 
complex intervention ensures that project teams establish a commitment to 
considering and learning from local conditions and expertise. This process 
demonstrates to staff that such interventions are an integral and inevitable 
part of continuous quality enhancement in line with university values and 
not simply individual projects developed in a reactive response to individual 
data points or government policy.

Effective change management in universities therefore requires incremental 
intervention with intentional evaluation and review to direct next steps, execu-
tive agility (goal change) to enable adaptation; conversations between signifi-
cant others (and a willingness to consider a wider range of significant others); 
and a clear focus on shared goals. Staff development needs to be a fundamen-
tal element of each project or system change and include listening as well as 
telling and opportunities to influence projects during their lifetime. Student 
engagement needs to be meaningful and to focus on what students can bring, 
rather than relying on simple representation in forums designed for employ-
ees. The use of a wicked problem framework allows for all these conditions 
and considers both the intentional and unintentional consequences of change.

When reviewing quality systems, it is vital to consider all stakeholders at all 
stages to surface the complexities and interdependencies that can lead to diffi-
culties in the implementation of change. Better quality research and evaluations 
are therefore needed to strengthen knowledge, in partnership with both stu-
dents and external third parties, to deconstruct current perceptions, recognise 
complexity and predict the potential impact of system changes, offering an 
alternative way of thinking about dynamic quality issues. This approach will 
allow the consideration of quality as a complex interactions of many interrelated 
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factors and avoids the pitfalls of small-scale interventions and over-simplistic 
assumptions of cause and effect. This article has provided a framework to con-
ceptualise quality enhancement within a concatenated research approach, 
using a wicked problem management framework. Using this approach in part-
nership with diverse stakeholders should result in contextually effective systems 
and ultimately improve learning and teaching experiences for all students.
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