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Abstract:

Customer retention in insurance is increasingly influenced by rising client expectations, digital service
alternatives, and stricter market-conduct regulation. While total quality management (TQM) is widely
promoted as a means of ensuring consistent service delivery, the mechanisms through which it supports
retention in regulated, information-intensive service environments remain under-explained, particularly
in rapidly evolving African insurtech markets. This qualitative single-case study examines how
employees in a large Johannesburg-based insurer (anonymised as InsurerX) understand and apply
TQM practices to strengthen customer retention. Eight purposively selected stakeholders from
customer-facing and quality-related roles participated in semi-structured interviews, with data analysed
using reflexive thematic analysis supported by exploratory lexical patterning. Findings indicate that
retention is conceptualised primarily as relationship continuity and value assurance rather than a
transactional outcome. Three reinforcing TQM pathways were identified: 1) customer-voice loops that
translate feedback into process improvement, 2) continuous-improvement routines that stabilise service
reliability while enabling incremental service innovation, and 3) a people-centred quality culture aligning
leadership, learning, and accountability with customer-experience outcomes. A contextual layer shows
how regulatory scrutiny and switching options increase the reputational costs of service failures,
positioning TQM as a strategic capability rather than a compliance requirement. The study frames TQM
as a micro-foundation of service innovation in insurance operations and offers practical guidance for

strengthening feedback systems, learning loops, and quality-driven experimentation.
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Introduction

Customer retention is a core performance metric in insurance because profitability depends heavily on
persistency, renewal, and relationship-based cross-selling rather than solely on acquisition. Insurance
customers typically experience value episodically; often during claims or critical service episodes,
making trust, communication quality, and perceived fairness central to relationship continuity. When
service delivery is inconsistent, customers may interpret problems as signals of incompetence or

unfairness and respond by switching providers, reducing policy cover, or lapsing policies.

In South Africa, insurers operate under a Twin Peaks regulatory architecture that separates prudential
and market-conduct supervision. This environment places explicit emphasis on outcomes-based
consumer protection and the fair treatment of customers throughout the product life cycle (Government
of South Africa gazette, 2017; National Treasury, 2015). Market-conduct expectations converge with
growing consumer sensitivity to customer experience (CX) quality in digital and hybrid channels, where
responsiveness and transparency are increasingly expected as ‘baseline’ service standards (Ovatoyou
et al., 2024). Industry outlook reports describe a sector under pressure from digitisation, data-driven
competition, and rising consumer expectations/conditions that elevate the reputational and financial cost
of service failures and poor claims experiences (Deloitte, 2024/2025; KPMG, 2024; IAIS, 2024).

Within this landscape, total quality management (TQM) is often invoked as a managerial philosophy
capable of embedding quality in culture, leadership, and continuous improvement. Classic quality
management argues that sustained performance results from systems thinking, prevention of defects,
employee involvement, and disciplined learning routines that translate customer needs into reliable
processes (Deming, 2018; Juran & Godfrey, 2010). However, in modern service ecosystems, retention
depends not only on reliability but also on the organisation’s capacity to innovate service journeys, adapt
to evolving expectations, and coordinate customer voice across digital and human channels. This

positions TQM as a potential enabler of service innovation and quality-oriented intrapreneurship.

Accordingly, this research asks: How do employees in an established insurer understand and enact
TQM practices in ways that support customer retention, and how do these practices function as

service-innovation capabilities in a regulated environment?

The study contributes in three ways. First, it clarifies how retention is conceptualised by organisational
actors, highlighting the relational and experiential meaning of retention beyond renewal ratios. Second,
it specifies the mechanisms through which TQM operates in service contexts (customer voice
integration, continuous improvement, and quality culture) and illustrates how these mechanisms enable
incremental innovations in customer journeys that plausibly strengthen retention. Third, it demonstrates

a pragmatic approach for integrating exploratory text analytics (word clouds and clustering) with
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qualitative thematic analysis to improve analytic transparency without reducing interpretive depth (Braun
& Clarke, 2008; Henry et al., 2015; Mowforth et al., 2023).

Literature Review and Conceptual Framing

Customer Retention in Insurance as a Strategic and Innovation Problem

Retention in insurance is shaped by trust, perceived value, communication quality, and the reliability of
policy servicing and claims resolution. Unlike many consumer markets, insurance relationships are
characterised by information asymmetry, delayed value realisation, and high perceived risk. Customers
often cannot fully evaluate the ‘quality’ of the insurance product ex ante; instead, they infer service
competence from ongoing interactions such as policy changes, premium adjustments, claims
communication, and complaint handling. Relationship marketing theory argues that commitment and
trust emerge through consistent, fair, and responsive interactions, and that these relational assets shape
loyalty over time (Morgan & Hunt, 1994; Oliver, 1999).

Insurance retention is also shaped by external shocks and affordability pressures. Global monitoring
reports highlight that macroeconomic conditions and cost-of-living pressures can alter consumer
behaviour and influence lapse and cancellation dynamics (IAIS, 2024). In South Africa, consumer
experience research suggests that customers increasingly expect ‘both’ digital convenience and human
support; especially during stressful service episodes, making hybrid service innovation central to

retention (Ovatoyou et al., 2024).

In addition, recent empirical work underscores that retention depends on the quality of interpersonal
communication during the claims stage. In motor insurance, for example, deficiencies in two-way
communication, conflict management, and trust can undermine perceived fairness and reduce retention,
even where technical claim outcomes are acceptable (Smit et al., 2024). This indicates that retention is
not simply a function of price competitiveness but of the customer’s lived experience of service

processes.

Seen through an innovation lens, retention problems are often symptoms of friction in customer
journeys. As insurtech entrants and digitally advanced incumbents reconfigure underwriting, servicing,
and claims, customer expectations of responsiveness, transparency, and personalisation increase.
Business innovation models in insurance describe innovation not only as new products but also as
changes in processes, platforms, and data-driven decision systems that reshape customer experience
(Holland et al., 2024). Consequently, retention increasingly depends on an insurer’s ability to

continuously improve and innovate service journeys while maintaining compliance and fairness.
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Total Quality Management in Services: From Conformance to Learning and

Innovation

TQM is commonly defined as an integrated management approach that emphasises customer focus,
leadership commitment, employee involvement, process orientation, measurement, and continuous
improvement to achieve sustained performance. In services, TQM is frequently justified as a means of
reducing variability and ensuring that intangible service encounters meet customer expectations. Yet,
contemporary scholarship increasingly argues that quality management can also foster innovation by

creating learning routines, cross-functional coordination, and disciplined experimentation.

Systematic evidence supports this reframing. In a review of 172 studies, Garcia-Fernandez et al. (2022)
conclude that quality management is associated with product and process innovation and that innovation
often mediates the relationship between quality management and performance outcomes. In a recent
study, Yirga and Beshir (2025) reports that coherent TQM practices, especially leadership, continuous
improvement, and employee involvement, can have measurable positive effects on innovation
outcomes. In a complementary systematic review, Alateyyat et al. (2024) report that the strength of the
TQM-performance link varies by sector and implementation maturity, reinforcing that ‘paper compliance’

quality systems may not yield performance benefits unless embedded culturally and strategically.

In regulated service contexts, quality management also becomes a governance and conduct issue.
Outcomes-based market-conduct regimes make service quality failures more visible and consequential,
raising the stakes for standardised and fair processes. At the same time, digital transformation can
introduce new service risks (e.g., broken handovers between digital and human channels, opaque
automated decisions) that require disciplined quality oversight. Sector reports in Africa emphasise that
insurers must navigate regulatory complexity while simultaneously embracing digitalisation and
sustainability-driven change/conditions that increase the need for organisational learning and adaptation
(Deloitte, 2024/2025; KPMG, 2024).

Theoretical Lenses: Dynamic Capabilities, Intrapreneurship, and Service
Innovation

To link TQM to innovation and entrepreneurship, the researcher draws on three complementary

theoretical lenses.

First, the resource-based view (RBV) argues that sustained performance depends on valuable, rare,
inimitable, and non-substitutable resources (Barney, 1991). In service organisations, intangible
resources such as routines for learning from customer feedback, reliable service scripts, relational trust,

and a quality culture may function as strategic assets that underpin retention.
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Second, dynamic capability theory emphasises that organisations must not only possess resources but
must be able to sense changes, seize opportunities, and reconfigure routines in response to shifting
environments (Teece et al., 1997). In insurance markets, sensing may involve monitoring customer
complaints, claim patterns, and emerging expectations; seizing may involve redesigning processes and
digital touchpoints; and reconfiguring may involve retraining employees, updating scripts, and aligning
performance metrics with customer value. TQM can be interpreted as providing the routines

(measurement, feedback, improvement cycles) that operationalise these dynamic capability processes.

Third, service innovation perspectives highlight that innovation in services often occurs through iterative
redesign of customer journeys, new interaction modes, and technology-enabled value co-creation rather
than through discrete new ‘products’ (Lusch & Nambisan, 2015). Quality-oriented intrapreneurship
occurs when employees are empowered to identify service pain points, propose improvements, and
implement changes within governance constraints. TQM can provide the formal structure, through
continuous improvement routines, cross-functional forums, and measurement systems, that enables

such intrapreneurial action while keeping experimentation disciplined and customer-centred.
Conceptual Model and Research Questions

Based on the above, TQM is conceptualised not as an end in itself but as a service-innovation capability
that enables customer retention through three linked mechanisms: a) customer voice integration
(collecting, interpreting, and acting on feedback), b) continuous improvement (routine learning and
process refinement), and c) quality culture (leadership, employee involvement, and accountability). The
regulatory and competitive environment is treated as an enabling and constraining context that amplifies

the consequences of quality outcomes.
Two research questions are therefore addressed:

RQ1: How do organisational actors in an established insurer define and evaluate customer retention in

practice?

RQ2: Through which TQM practices and routines do actors believe retention is strengthened, and how

do these practices enable incremental service innovation?

From a governance standpoint, TQM in financial services also intersects with conduct expectations.
South Africa’s market-conduct framework emphasises that customers should be treated fairly and
should experience good outcomes across the product life cycle (National Treasury, 2015). In this
environment, quality management provides operational evidence that the organisation is learning from
complaints and improving processes. Conversely, weak quality governance increases the likelihood of

repeat complaints, ombuds escalations, and reputational damage. This is why industry outlooks
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increasingly frame CX and operational excellence as strategic priorities that must be embedded into

governance structures, not treated as parallel projects (Deloitte, 2024/2025; KPMG, 2024).

Balanced measurement matters because quality is multi-dimensional. A narrow focus on speed or
volume can unintentionally incentivise superficial resolution, undermining fairness and trust. In contrast,
balanced scorecard thinking encourages managers to track internal process performance alongside
customer experience and learning-and-growth indicators such as skills and engagement (Kaplan &
Norton, 1992). For TQM programmes, this means explicitly tracking whether improvement initiatives
translate into fewer complaints, shorter resolution times without compromising fairness, and improved

customer communication.

A practical implication is that insurers need a ‘measurement architecture’ that connects frontline
performance to customer outcomes. Classical retention proxies such as renewal ratios and lapse rates
are lagging indicators; they signal problems after customers have already disengaged. TQM therefore
benefits from leading indicators that can detect emerging dissatisfaction earlier, for example, spikes in
repeat calls, increases in complaint severity, delays in claims communication, or higher rework rates.
Many organisations also use Net Promoter Score (NPS) or similar ‘recommendation’ metrics to track
relationship strength, although such measures should be interpreted cautiously and contextualised

within the insurance journey (Reichheld, 2003).

In insurance operations, TQM typically becomes visible through a combination of a) process governance
(standard operating procedures, handover rules, and escalation paths), b) measurement systems
(service-level indicators, complaint trends, rework rates, and customer experience metrics), and c)
people systems (training, coaching, and leadership routines). Because the service is produced and
consumed through interactions, quality is experienced as both technical accuracy (e.g., correct
underwriting and claim adjudication) and functional quality (how the service is delivered, communication,
empathy, timeliness, and transparency). This distinction is particularly important for retention because
customers may forgive isolated operational errors if the organisation communicates clearly and restores

trust, but repeated functional failures often trigger switching in competitive markets (Smit et al., 2024).

Methods

Research Design

An interpretivist qualitative approach was adopted to explore meaning, practice, and context in relation
to TQM and retention. A single-case study design was selected because the study aimed to generate
depth rather than statistical generalisation, and because organisational quality practices are embedded

in local routines, metrics, and culture (Yin, 2018). The case organisation is a large insurer headquartered
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in Johannesburg, South Africa. To protect confidentiality and comply with ethical requirements, the

organisation is anonymised as InsurerX throughout.
Participants and Sampling

Purposive sampling was used to recruit information-rich participants who could speak to customer
service, after-sales support, and quality management practices. Eight participants were included.
Demographic variables such as role descriptors are withheld to protect anonymity, but participants

represented a cross-section of customer-facing and quality-related functions.
Data Collection

Semi-structured interviews were conducted using an interview guide organised around a)
understandings of customer retention and its drivers, b) TQM practices and their operationalisation, c)
feedback mechanisms and continuous improvement, and d) contextual pressures such as regulation

and competition. Interviews were recorded with consent, transcribed, and de-identified.
Data Analysis

Analysis proceeded in two complementary phases.

First, reflexive thematic analysis was used to identify patterns of meaning across participants’ accounts
(Braun & Clarke, 2008). The researcher iteratively familiarised with the data, generated initial codes,
developed candidate themes, reviewed and refined themes, and produced interpretive write-ups of each
theme in relation to the research questions. Themes were treated as interpretive patterns rather than as
‘discoveries’ in the data; analysis therefore attended to context and meaning, including how participants

constructed retention and quality as organisational problems.

Second, exploratory text analytics were conducted on the compiled set of meaning-bearing analytic
paragraphs produced during thematic write-up. These analytics were designed to support transparency
and pattern detection, not to replace interpretation. A word cloud was generated to visualise
high-frequency terms after stop-word filtering. Unsupervised clustering (TF—IDF vectorisation +
k-means; hierarchical clustering using cosine distance) was used to identify groups of paragraphs with
similar lexical patterns. These techniques were used cautiously, in line with methodological guidance
that word clouds and clustering are descriptive tools whose interpretive value depends on close

contextual reading (Mowforth et al., 2023).

Credibility was supported through analytic triangulation (thematic analysis complemented with
exploratory text analytics), sustained engagement with the data, and peer debriefing during analysis.

Transferability was supported by thick description of context and mechanisms. Dependability and
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confirmability were enhanced through an audit trail of coding decisions and theme development notes.
Confidentiality was maintained through de-identification of transcripts and the anonymisation of the case

organisation.

Results

RQ1: Retention as Relationship Continuity and Value Assurance

Participants described retention less as a simple renewal outcome and more as a long-term relationship
characterised by trust, perceived value, and reliability. Retention was framed as the customer’s ongoing
willingness to remain with the insurer across life events and ‘moments of truth’ such as claims,
complaints, and policy changes. This framing positions retention as an experiential outcome: customers

stay when they experience the insurer as dependable, responsive, and fair.

Two themes were notable. First, participants emphasised that retention is disproportionately shaped by
critical incidents. Claims were repeatedly described as the episode where customers reassess the worth
of premiums and the integrity of the insurer. Second, participants described retention as a reputational
phenomenon: a single poor interaction can undermine an otherwise stable relationship. This
interpretation is consistent with the service quality literature, which links perceived service quality and
perceived justice in critical episodes to loyalty intentions (Parasuraman et al., 1988; Zeithaml et al.,
1996).

Participants also linked retention to transparency and communication. They noted that customers often
tolerate unfavourable outcomes better when processes are explained clearly, expectations are
managed, and customers feel heard. This echoes evidence from motor insurance that interpersonal
communication and trust-building during the claims stage are key to sustaining long-term relationships
(Smit et al., 2024).

RQ2: TQM Mechanisms That Support Retention and Enable Service Innovation

Theme 1: Customer-Voice Integration as the Engine of Improvement

Participants consistently highlighted customer feedback as the most direct mechanism linking quality
management to retention. Feedback was described as arriving through complaints, call-centre
interactions, surveys, broker networks, and (increasingly) digital touchpoints. Importantly, participants
did not treat feedback as a ‘score’ but as diagnostic information for identifying friction in customer
journeys, such as unclear communication, repeated documentation requests, or delayed decision

points.
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Effective customer-voice integration was described as requiring a) systematic capture across channels,
b) translation of feedback into root causes, and c) visible closure of the loop. Closure was regarded as
both operational (fixing the process) and relational (communicating back to customers and frontline staff
that feedback has been acted on). Where closure was weak, participants believed that customers

interpreted the organisation as indifferent, thereby increasing cancellation risk.

Participants also described a shift from reactive to proactive use of customer voice. Rather than relying
solely on formal complaints, some units monitored emerging patterns such as spikes in call volumes or
repeated queries following a process change. This proactive stance resembles the ‘sensing’ function in
dynamic capability theory: customer voice becomes an early-warning system that signals where service

innovation is required (Teece et al., 1997).

Theme 2: Continuous Improvement Routines That Stabilise Reliability and Create

Incremental Innovation

Continuous improvement was portrayed as both a discipline and a mindset. Participants described
periodic reviews of service metrics, escalation logs, and complaint data, followed by adjustments to
scripts, checklists, handover procedures, and documentation rules. Improvements were framed not only
as efficiency gains but as customer-experience innovations, for example, redesigning claims
communication templates, simplifying forms, standardising handovers between teams, and clarifying

decision criteria to reduce ‘customer chasing’ and uncertainty.

These accounts align with a service innovation perspective in which innovation often emerges through
iterative redesign of customer journeys and interaction modes rather than through discrete new products
(Lusch & Nambisan, 2015). In this framing, quality routines help stabilise the baseline (reducing

avoidable errors) while also creating controlled spaces for incremental experimentation.

Table 1 summarises the continuous improvement approaches most frequently mentioned by
participants. Although these practices are incremental, participants emphasised that the cumulative
effect of small improvements can be substantial because each improvement reduces friction in a

relationship that unfolds across many touchpoints.

Improvement Method Mentioned By Participants
Regular Metrics Review and Adjustments 4
Employee Feedback Integration 3

Market Research for Emerging TQM

Strategies

Table 1: Continuous improvement approaches mentioned by participants
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Theme 3: People-Centred Quality Culture (Leadership, Training, and Accountability)

Participants repeatedly linked retention outcomes to organisational culture, specifically leadership
commitment, the tone set by managers, and the extent to which employees feel accountable for
customer experience. TQM was described as most effective when quality expectations were embedded
in performance management, training, and everyday language. Participants suggested that retention
depends on frontline employees’ capacity to communicate clearly, show empathy, and resolve problems

without excessive escalation.

At the same time, participants identified cultural constraints: resistance to change, uneven buy-in across
departments, and misalignment between productivity metrics and customer-centred behaviours. When
employees perceive that speed is rewarded more than resolution quality, they may close tickets without
fully addressing underlying issues, unintentionally harming trust and retention. Participants therefore
called for leadership to align metrics and incentives with customer outcomes, for example by balancing

speed measures with resolution quality, first-contact resolution, and customer-effort indicators.

These insights resonate with evidence that communication and trust in the claims stage are key retention
drivers (Smit et al., 2024) and with quality management scholarship that emphasises leadership and
employee involvement as necessary conditions for quality systems to produce performance gains
(Alateyyat et al., 2024).

Theme 4: External Pressures, Regulation and Competition as Amplifiers of Quality

Consequences

Participants observed that quality failures carry elevated consequences in a regulated insurance
environment where market-conduct expectations focus on fair treatment and customer outcomes. In a
Twin Peaks system, insurers must demonstrate conduct outcomes across the product life cycle,
including advice, servicing, and claims (Government of South Africa gazette, 2017; National Treasury,
2015). Participants perceived that complaints and ombuds escalations create reputational and
operational risks, making systematic process control and transparent communication strategically

important.

Competitive pressures were described as compounding this effect. Customers can compare providers
and share experiences quickly, reducing the reputational buffer that incumbents previously relied on.
Participants therefore framed TQM as both a risk-management tool (reducing conduct risk and complaint
escalation) and a competitiveness tool (stabilising service quality while enabling improvements in
customer experience). This interpretation aligns with industry outlooks that position CX improvement as
central to competitiveness in African insurance markets undergoing digital transformation (Deloitte,
2024/2025; KPMG, 2024).
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Exploratory Text Analytics (Word Cloud and Cluster Analysis)

To complement the thematic findings, an exploratory lexical analysis was conducted on the compiled
set of meaning-bearing analytic paragraphs associated with the results section. Figure 1 presents a
word cloud after stop-word filtering. The most prominent terms centred on customer interaction and
reliability-related concepts (e.g., service, communication, trust, feedback, claims, responsiveness),

which mirrors the qualitative interpretation that retention is relational and experience-driven.
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Figure 1: Word cloud of key terms in the qualitative results corpus

Figure 2 below summarises the cluster analysis. Using TF—IDF vectorisation and k-means clustering (k
= 4), paragraphs grouped into four clusters broadly aligned with the substantive themes: i) change
management and employee engagement, ii) retention logic (trust and value), iii) quality architecture
(leadership and process alignment), and iv) feedback and continuous improvement loops. A hierarchical
dendrogram provided a complementary view of similarity among paragraphs based on cosine distance.
These clusters were used as an additional ‘coherence check’ rather than as definitive results, consistent
with guidance that unsupervised text methods are descriptive and should be interpreted alongside

contextual reading (Henry et al., 2015; Mowforth et al., 2023).
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Cluster map of interview-excerpt paragraphs (TF-IDF + k-means)
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Figure 2: Cluster map of paragraphs (TF—IDF + k-means) used to triangulate the thematic structure

Discussion

Retention as a Quality-of-Experience Construct

This study shows that employees in an established insurer conceptualise retention primarily as
relationship continuity and value assurance rather than as an administrative renewal metric. This is
theoretically meaningful because it positions retention as an experiential construct: customers remain
when they interpret the insurer as dependable and fair during critical episodes. In credence-based
services, service quality judgments are heavily influenced by process transparency, communication,
empathy, and perceived justice rather than by technical outcomes alone. This aligns with service quality
theory (Parasuraman et al., 1988) and with evidence that interpersonal communication during claims is

central to trust and retention (Smit et al., 2024).

The findings also resonate with broader CX insights in South Africa. Consumer research suggests that
customers increasingly evaluate brands on both digital convenience and human support, especially

during stressful service moments (Ovatoyou et al., 2024). For insurers, this implies that retention
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depends on consistent quality across hybrid service channels, and that quality management must

address both process control and interaction quality.
TQM as a Microfoundation of Service Innovation and Dynamic Capability

Participants’ descriptions of customer-voice integration and continuous improvement suggest that TQM
operates as a learning infrastructure. Customer feedback functions as an input to organisational
sensing: it reveals points of friction and changing expectations. Continuous improvement routines
function as reconfiguration mechanisms: they allow teams to adjust scripts, redesign handovers, and
simplify processes. This interpretation connects directly to dynamic capability theory, in which sensing

and reconfiguring are crucial to sustaining performance in changing environments (Teece et al., 1997).

This also connects to the service innovation literature. Service innovation is often less about discrete
new products and more about redesigning customer journeys, interaction modes, and value co-creation
processes (Lusch & Nambisan, 2015). In this study, participants described improvement initiatives that
are best understood as micro-innovations: changes in communication templates, case management
routines, and feedback closure. These micro-innovations can cumulatively produce substantial
improvements in customer effort, perceived transparency, and trust; factors that plausibly strengthen

retention.

The findings therefore support contemporary quality scholarship that positions quality management as
compatible with, and supportive of, innovation. Systematic reviews indicate that quality management
can strengthen innovation capabilities when implemented as a coherent system of leadership, employee
involvement, and continuous improvement, rather than as a superficial certification exercise
(Garcia-Fernandez et al., 2022; Alateyyat et al., 2024). Evidence from Yirga & Beshir (2025) similarly

indicates that TQM practices can positively influence innovation outcomes.
Quality Culture and Intrapreneurship Under Regulation

A further contribution lies in clarifying the role of quality culture and intrapreneurship. Participants
described cultural constraints; resistance to change, uneven buy-in, and misaligned metrics, that can
weaken the practical effectiveness of TQM. Where quality is treated as ‘someone else’s job’ or where
speed metrics dominate, frontline employees may close cases without resolving underlying issues,

increasing the risk of dissatisfaction and cancellation.

From an entrepreneurship perspective, the solution is not only tighter control but quality-oriented
intrapreneurship: empowering employees to identify problems, propose improvements, and test
solutions within governance boundaries. TQM can provide the scaffolding for this by legitimising

experimentation (through improvement forums and measurement) while maintaining accountability. In
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insurance, such intrapreneurial action is constrained by conduct expectations; however, constraints can

also be enabling if they motivate disciplined documentation, transparency, and customer-centric design.

Regulation and competition amplify the strategic value of quality. Under a Twin Peaks system and
Treating Customers Fairly expectations, insurers must demonstrate that customer outcomes are central
throughout the product life cycle (Government of South Africa gazette, 2017; National Treasury, 2015).
Quality failures therefore create conduct risk as well as reputational risk. Participants’ accounts suggest
that TQM reduces these risks by stabilising processes and by ensuring that feedback and complaints
are treated as learning opportunities rather than as isolated incidents. Industry outlooks echo this view,
positioning quality-driven CX and digital transformation as central to competitiveness in African
insurance markets (Deloitte, 2024/2025; KPMG, 2024; IAIS, 2024).

Contribution to Innovation Scholarship

This article contributes to innovation scholarship by providing an empirically grounded account of how
an incumbent insurer can treat TQM as a capability that enables service innovation. The results suggest
that TQM is not inherently bureaucratic or anti-innovative; rather, when designed as a learning system,

it can enable controlled experimentation and cumulative innovation in customer journeys.

The study also highlights a practical governance question that is central to entrepreneurial action in
regulated services: how to innovate while ensuring fairness, transparency, and compliance. Participants’
emphasis on feedback closure, communication, and accountability indicates that innovation in insurance
is often about improving the ‘how’ of service delivery; reducing customer effort, clarifying decisions, and
improving interaction quality, rather than about launching highly novel products. Such innovation is
aligned with intrapreneurship and continuous improvement traditions, which emphasise problem-solving

and iterative value creation.

Finally, by integrating exploratory text analytics with reflexive thematic analysis, the article offers a
methodological contribution: a way to enhance transparency and pattern detection without
over-quantifying qualitative data. This approach may be valuable for innovation scholars working with

interview data in contexts where organisational confidentiality limits the sharing of full transcripts.
Practical Implications and Recommendations
Managerial Implications

The findings translate into several actionable implications for insurance executives and quality leaders.

e Strengthen closed-loop customer voice systems. Insurers should ensure that feedback is

captured across channels, translated into root causes, and acted upon through visible
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improvement cycles. Mapping feedback to customer journeys (claims, policy changes,
renewals) and assigning owners and timelines for improvement actions supports
accountability.

e Embed continuous improvement into service ‘moments of truth’. Claims, complaints, and
policy servicing episodes should be treated as innovation laboratories. Process
improvements that reduce friction, improve transparency, and enhance communication can
yield disproportionate retention benefits.

e Align metrics and incentives with customer outcomes. Balanced performance systems
should include resolution quality, first-contact resolution, customer effort, and fairness
indicators alongside productivity metrics. This alignment reduces the risk that speed
pressures undermine trust.

e Build quality-oriented intrapreneurship. Training and leadership messaging should frame
improvement as everyone’s responsibility and create safe channels for proposing and
testing improvements. Cross-functional ‘quality sprints’ can support disciplined
experimentation.

e Integrate TQM with digital transformation governance. Digitisation can improve
responsiveness but may introduce new failure points at human—digital handovers. TQM
routines (measurement, review forums, root-cause analysis) should be integrated into digital
change programmes to ensure that new systems reduce customer effort rather than creating
new defects (KPMG, 2024).

Policy and Ecosystem Implications

At a policy level, the findings reinforce that market-conduct regulation and CX improvement agendas
are mutually reinforcing. Conduct-focused supervision emphasises that customer outcomes must be
demonstrably delivered throughout the product life cycle; quality management provides operational
routines to achieve this. Regulators and industry bodies can encourage shared learning on service

quality and complaint root causes, especially where systemic issues affect multiple firms.

Ecosystem actors such as ombuds schemes and customer experience benchmarking initiatives can
also support improvement by providing aggregated insights on recurring failure points in customer
journeys. In a market where customers increasingly expect both digital convenience and human support
(Ovatoyou et al., 2024), standards and shared practices around transparency, communication, and fair

treatment can strengthen trust in the sector as a whole.
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Limitations and Future Research

This study has limitations typical of qualitative single-case designs. First, findings reflect a single
organisational context and a small number of participants; transferability therefore depends on
contextual similarity. Second, the exploratory text analytics were conducted on analytic paragraphs
rather than on full raw transcripts and should be treated as descriptive supplements. Third, the study
reports employee perspectives; future research could incorporate customers lived experiences of

retention-relevant journeys such as claims, renewals, and complaints.
Future research could extend the contribution in at least three directions.

e Comparative multi-case studies across insurers and insurtech firms could identify which
TQM routines are most effective under different digital maturity and regulatory conditions.

e Mixed-method studies could test whether customer voice integration and continuous
improvement mediate the relationship between TQM and retention outcomes such as
renewal ratios or lapse rates.

e Innovation-focused studies could examine how TQM interacts with entrepreneurial
orientation, agile methods, and data-driven decision systems in service innovation

programmes.
Conclusion

In competitive and regulated insurance markets, customer retention is inseparable from service
reliability, trust, and an organisation’s capacity to learn from customer voice. This qualitative case study
shows that employees in an established Johannesburg-based insurer conceptualise retention as
relationship continuity and value assurance, with claims and critical service episodes serving as decisive

moments.

Participants described TQM as strengthening retention through feedback-driven learning loops,
continuous improvement routines that generate incremental service innovations in customer journeys,
and a people-centred quality culture that aligns leadership, training, and accountability. Regulatory
scrutiny and competitive switching options amplify the strategic importance of quality, making TQM a

capability for conduct risk reduction and customer experience differentiation.

By reframing TQM as a service-innovation capability and micro-foundation of quality-oriented
intrapreneurship, the study aligns quality management scholarship with innovation and entrepreneurship
debates relevant to contemporary insurance markets. The findings underscore the practical importance
of closing the loop on customer feedback, embedding learning routines in ‘moments of truth’, and

aligning measurement systems with customer outcomes.
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Finally, the findings highlight that ‘quality’ in insurance is inseparable from the organisation’s ability to
innovate service journeys responsibly. Even when core products are similar across providers, customers
differentiate firms through the everyday experience of being heard, informed, and treated fairly,
especially during claims. InsurerX’s case illustrates that when customer voice is systematically captured
and converted into small, frequent process improvements, incremental service innovations accumulate
into meaningful changes in trust and loyalty. Future work should therefore treat TQM not as a legacy
‘operations’ programme, but as part of an integrated innovation system that links data, people, and

governance to customer value creation.
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