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Abstract 
 
Title: Managing Stakeholder Expectations; a conceptual framework
 
The objective of this three year project is to compare and contrast the responses of higher education 
institutions from largely different historical, legal and cultural backgrounds to rapidly changing 
environments. The three countries selected for institutional case studies are Australia, the Netherlands 
and Portugal. Drawing on stakeholder literature and new public management approaches in 
combination with specific higher education literature, a framework for analysis, focussing on 
institutional management and stakeholder expectations, has been developed. The Round Table invites 
participants to critically discuss this framework and suggest improvements. 



 
Title: Managing Stakeholder Expectations; a conceptual framework 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
A review of the literature developed over the last 30 years leaves no doubt as to higher education 
institutions (HEIs) involvement in the dynamics of change – an involvement that potentially has the power 
to transform their institutional identity with respect to purpose, work practices, organisation, governance, 
and relationship with and role in the political system, the economy and society at large (Olsen 2005). The 
literature also makes it clear that the dynamics of change are mostly externally driven and largely global in 
nature, based on such factors as the demise of the welfare state, the commodification of knowledge, the 
massifiction of higher education, the transformation from industrial-based economies to knowledge-based 
economies, and the continued development of information and communication technologies (File & 
Goedegebuure 2003). What remains largely unclear, however, is the university’s capacity, as a social 
institution, for self-governance, allowing it to adapt to environmental forces while preserving its essential 
identity. 
 
Undoubtedly, the university has adapted, as is reflected in the various ways it has been characterised in the 
literature over recent decades: the ‘multiversity’ (Kerr 1982); the ‘service university’ (Tjeldvoll 1997); the 
‘entrepreneurial university’ (Clark 1998); the ‘enterprise university’ (Marginson & Considine 2000), the 
‘stakeholder university’ (Jongbloed & Goedegebuure 2001) and the ‘corporate university’ (Bleiklie 1998). 
But it is important to distinguish between the university as an instrument for achieving relatively 
immediate social, political and economic imperatives (such as knowledge transfer and its 
commercialisation) and the university as a social institution. According to Olson (2005: 5) ‘An institution 
is a relatively enduring collection of rules and organised practices, embedded in structures of meaning and 
resources that are relatively invariant in the face of turnover of individuals and relatively resilient to the 
idiosyncratic preferences and expectations of individuals and changing external circumstances’. As an 
institution, the university has an 800 year legacy and has proved remarkably successful. The important 
question, then, is not the centrality of the university to modern society, but how and to what extent the 
adaptive strategies adopted by HEIs indeed are transforming their role, purpose, core values and social 
obligations.  
 
It is assumed that HEIs have a choice in how they respond to environmental forces. But how these choices 
are made, as well as their longer-term ramifications and risks, is something not well understood. The way 
in which HEIs mediate their environment is highly complex due to the multiplicity of variables necessary 
to take into account. Moreover, even the global (or seemingly universal) pressures affecting HEIs are 
themselves mediated by a number of ‘local’ factors: national policy, history and culture; the setting of 
national priorities; traditions of institutional governance paradigms; and so on (File & Goedegebuure 
2003). 
 
A basic assumption of our comparative study is that important lessons on how HEIs react to the 
environment can be gained through comparing responses of institutions operating in distinct national 
contexts. Thus, our project compares and contrasts the responses of higher education institutions from 
largely different historical, legal and cultural backgrounds to rapidly changing environments. Institutional 
case studies will be carried out in Australia, the Netherlands and Portugal. In this paper an attempt is made 
to develop a theoretical / conceptual framework that can be applied to analysing institutional responses 
across the three countries. We propose a hybrid model of how organisations respond to their environment 
based on aspects of (i) resource dependency, (ii) institutional theory, and (iii) stakeholder theory and 
related concepts. 
 
Although our focus is on institutional responses to external pressures, we are not interested in strategic 
planning as such. Nor are we interested in how strategic plans are formulated and executed. Our concern is 
with the processes and behaviours resulting in specific strategic responses. The research thus examines: a) 
in relation to a changing and increasingly more complex environment (the ‘independent variable’), b) what 
are the responses of HEIs; and c) how and why are these responses established (the ‘dependent variables’).  
 
 
 



The two basic research questions are: 
• how do HEIs interpret pressures (threats, opportunities, directives, etc.) arising in the external 

environment; 
• how do HEIs respond to pressures arising in the external environment? 
 
Below, the key concepts that will be used in building our theoretical model are identified from the broad 
areas of resource dependency theory, institutional theory and stakeholder theory. From this necessarily 
brief review, key assumptions guiding our thinking so far are distilled. From these, a set of propositions 
and hypothesis are derived that constitute our conceptual framework.  
 
 
BASIC THEORETICAL APPROACHES AND ASSUMPTIONS 
 
Resource dependency 
 
Resource dependence theory assumes that external influences are the major determinant of the 
organisational structures and processes. In order to survive it is vital for organisations to decrease external 
dependency and, simultaneously, increase their autonomy (Pfeffer & Salancik 1978). It is this 
organisational behaviour that makes the role of the human factor – power, conflicts, expectations and 
divergent interests – relevant to the analysis of the political and strategic internal conditions that 
organisations use to deal with the external environment. 

 
For resource dependence theory, the external environment is not something that exists entirely 
independent of the organisations that belong to it. The environment is the result of the organisational 
actors perception about different realities constructed through defining organisational strategy. 
Organisations have an internal capacity to define strategies, to make choices and to change or resist 
environment influences, namely through alliances with other organisations and attempts to influence 
stakeholders that have the resources they need to survive (Benson 1975). 
 
This approach is in line with the idea that organisations are not ‘ontological entities’ or a simple black box 
or solely are reflection of external pressures, which leads us to a discussion of various aspects of 
institutional theory. 
 
Institutionalism: old, new and neo 
 
The way in which the environment influences organisational behaviour and structure has been an 
important topic for the social sciences for a considerable amount of time. In an attempt to briefly 
summarise the development of this field, one can identify three traditions: ‘old institutionalism’, ‘new 
institutionalism’ and ‘neo-institutionalism’ as a blend of the old and new. 
 
The old institutionalism emphasises internal organisational processes leading to inter-organisational 
distinctiveness (Powell & DiMaggio 1991; Stensaker 2004). As a result of negotiations between individual 
and collective actors with divergent interests, each organisation progressively defines a set of specific 
norms, values and attitudes, which are systemically reproduced and institutionalised over time. Old 
institutionalism stresses the singularity of the organisational structures and processes (Selznick 1957). 
 
New institutionalism draws on important insights related to the cognitive revolution that emerged in the 
social sciences - among others, the notions of shared social construction (Berger & Luckmann 1967), of 
social structuration (Giddens 1979) and of field and habitus (Bourdieu 1980). New institutionalists state 
the existence of a highly structured institutional environment that constrains all organisational dimensions: 
structures, changes, informal relationships and reactions to the external environment pressures (DiMaggio 
& Powel 1991a, b; Meyer & Rowan 1991; Scott 2001). 
 
As an over simplification, old institutionalism can be characterised by an emphasis on how the 
environment stimulates the emergence and then the entrenchment within organisations of norms and 
values over time. The organisation becomes a major instrument for the institutionalisation of beliefs, 
values and norms (Giddens 1979). The new institutionalists are more interested in how the environment 
per se shapes organisational response. The environment is an independent variable that exercises a 



homogenising pressure over an institutional field (such as higher education) and the individual 
organisations that belong to it.  
 
New institutionalism has been criticised for being overly preoccupied with macro level analysis, largely 
ignoring what happens within organisations (Zucker 1991). Neo-institutionalism attempts to bridge the 
gap between the old and new paradigms through marrying macro and micro level analysis of 
organisational behaviour. The emphasis is on how organisations selectively choose which elements in the 
external environment to respond to and how these responses characterise an organisation operating in a 
particular field. Nonetheless, internal responses are restrained by what is regarded as ‘agreed’ or 
‘collective’ legitimacy in the external environment, or by what has been termed an organisational 
archetype. According to Greenwood & Hinings (1993: 1055): 
 

The pattern of an organisational design is a function of an underlying interpretative scheme, or a set 
of beliefs and values, that is embodied in an organisation’s structures and systems. An archetype is 
thus a set of structures and systems that consistently embodies a single interpretative scheme. 

 
The authors argue that it is possible to analyse the political dynamics in organisational behaviour and also 
the normative influence of the institutional archetype over those dynamics. Inside a specific institutional 
environment, only some archetypes can be considered as legitimate. There are four possibilities that actors 
can pursue (Greenwood & Hinings 1993: 1075): 
 

1. status quo commitment – widespread commitment to an existing interpretative scheme;  
2. reformative commitment – widespread commitment to an alternative interpretative 

scheme;  
3. competitive commitment – substantial commitment to two or more interpretative 

schemes;  
4. indifferent commitment – low commitment to prevailing and alternative interpretative 

schemes.  
 
In order to be accepted, responses need to be consistent with the professional normative base. But in many 
HEIs, the professional normative base is both in dispute with itself and with other layers within the 
organisation, such as executive management. 
 
Archetype is a useful construct for combining analysis of organisational change at the micro and macro 
levels. However, for our purposes, the theory places too much emphasis on a single, legitimate 
organisational response. Also, it is more suited to the analysis of organisation behaviour within a more or 
less stable environment. In higher education, not only is the environment complex and turbulent, but what 
is at issue is the very legitimacy of what might be termed competing archetypes. 
 
It is dangerous to assume the existence of some sort of university ‘golden age’ where the academy pursued 
academic excellence unfettered by the concerns of society or the priorities of the government of the day 
and that that archetype is now being replaced with a more managerial or NPM conceptualisation of the 
academy. First of all, it is an empirical question whether the core norms, values and practices that 
constitute the academic institution have been irrevocably transformed. Second, Olson (2005) argues that 
four visions of the academic organisation persist: ‘the University as (i) a community of scholars, (ii) an 
instrument for national purpose, (iii) a representative democracy, and (iv) a service enterprise embedded in 
competitive markets’. These visions compete with one another as the university ‘critically re-examines its 
self-understanding as an academic institution: its purposes, core values and principles; its organisation and 
governance systems, its resources and friends, and its social obligations’ (ibid: 39). HEIs’ responses are 
not a simple result of the search for technical solutions but are a way to maintain legitimacy in a complex 
and multi-faceted institutional environment.  
 
Institutional theory – old, new and neo – is fundamental to our framework, but requires modification, 
particularly in terms of recognising the plurality of responses possible to a complex and turbulent 
environment such as the one in which HEIs must operate. Here, Oliver (1991) provides an important lead 
to understanding the diversity or organisational response. 
 
 
 



A response continuum 
 
Oliver has blended institutional, resource dependence and strategic choice theories ‘to develop a 
conceptual framework allowing us to examine managerial responses to institutional [environmental] 
processes while relaxing the assumption that these primarily follow a pattern of passive acquiescence in 
search for conformity and legitimacy’ (Modell 2001: 439). Oliver’s (1991: 152) typology of strategic 
responses ranges from passivity to increasingly active resistance and will be used in this research as a start 
to the categorisation of HEIs strategic responses. 
 
Table 1: Strategic institutional responses 

Strategies Tactics Examples 
Acquiesce 
 
 
Compromise 
 
 
 
Avoid 
 
 
Defy 
 
 
 
Manipulate 

Habit, Imitate, 
Comply 
 
Balance, Pacify, 
Bargain 
 
 
Conceal, Buffer, 
Escape 
 
Dismiss, 
Challenge, Attack 
 
Co-opt, Influence, 
Control 

Following invisible, taken-for-granted norms; mimicking 
institutional models; obeying rules and accepting norms 
 
Balancing the expectations of multiple constituents; placating 
and accommodating [environmental forces]; negotiating with 
institutional stakeholders 
 
Disguising nonconformity; loosening institutional attachments; 
changing goals, activities, or domains 
 
Ignoring explicit norms and values; contesting rules and 
requirements; assaulting the sources of [environmental] pressure 
 
 
Importing influential constituents; shaping values and criteria; 
dominating … constituents and processes 

 
Before expanding on this approach, another crucial question is how to operationalise the concept of 
environment. The approach adopted to deal with this issue is one of networks and stakeholders.  
 
The Environment and Stakeholder Theory 
 
The term ‘stakeholder’ originates from the business/management literature, and is defined by Freeman 
(1984) as ‘any group or individual who can affect or is affected by the achievement of the firm’s 
objectives’. Clearly, such a concept can be used wrongly to explain almost everything, with everyone a 
stakeholder in one form or another. But the appeal of the concept for this research is its development in the 
business literature to emphasise that a firm’s long-term success is not solely dependent on the financial 
interests of its immediate shareholders, but that it must take account of a broad range of social, political 
and cultural agents (Donaldson & Preston 1995) in order to achieve long-term success. For the university 
to be an effective institution, this means that it is not just a matter of generating sufficient income to 
‘remain in business’, but that it is just as essential that it proves ‘its relevance to society and the various 
entities in society that the university regards as important’ (Jongbloed & Goedegebuure 2001: 9).  
 
Stakeholder theory has its roots in organisational, policy and management studies. It rests on ideas and 
concepts from agency theory, network theory, and resource dependence theory. Studies on interest groups, 
community approaches and strategic and issues management literature also touch upon stakeholder 
aspects. 
 
There are at least three different stakeholder theory types: normative, instrumental and descriptive 
(Donaldson & Preston 1995). The normative approaches concern how managers should deal with the 
organisation’s stakeholders. According to this view the primary stakeholders should be taken into account 
on the basis of underlying moral principles. Stakeholders are regarded as ‘ends’ instead of ‘means’. The 
instrumental approach sees stakeholders as a means towards an end. The ultimate goal of a business is 
being successful in the market and stakeholder management is a means to that end (Jawahar & 
McLaughlin 2001). In this theory type the rationale is that it is profitable to take the stakeholders’ 
perspectives, negative and positive ones, into consideration. Stakeholder information can lead to the 
creation of new and viable strategies. It can contribute to a better understanding of the current and future 



policy context (‘reading’ the environment). And stakeholder analysis can help to gain greater acceptance 
of organisational behavior. Thus, appropriate stakeholder management improves strategic decision making 
and, hence, has added value for the organisation. The descriptive aspect of stakeholder theory deals with 
specific organisational characteristics and managerial behaviors regarding stakeholders. This aspect is the 
least investigated (Steurer 2006).  
 
For our  purposes, we wish to extend stakeholder theory beyond being a tool primarily for executive 
management, giving it more analytical power for identifying how organisational actors at a number of 
different organisational levels identify the most salient features of the environment to respond to. We also 
maintain that one can draw on aspects of stakeholder theory as developed in the literature without adopting 
a normative, neo-liberal, market driven model of organisational behaviour. 
 
There are many kinds of stakeholders, and the interests of some may be in direct conflict with those of 
others, and depending on where one is located within an institution, some may be considered more of a 
stakeholder than others. Mitchell et al (1997) suggest a solution to this problem by distinguishing three 
different stakeholder attributes to construct a typology: the stakeholder’s power to influence the 
organisation; the legitimacy of the stakeholder’s relationship with the organisation; and the urgency of the 
stakeholder’s claim on the organisation. Classes of stakeholders can be identified by the possession of one 
or more of these attributes, and according to the theory, managers prioritise competing stakeholder claims 
on the organisation according to their perception of the presence of these attributes (management and 
stakeholders may disagree on the presence of an attribute, this being an important source of conflict 
between an organisation and stakeholders, particularly when we take into account that employees – 
certainly in HEIs – are a crucial class of stakeholders). From management’s perspective, the salience of 
stakeholders’ claim is latent if they possess only one attribute, expectant if they posses two attributes and 
definitive if they possess all three.  
 
Mitchell’s theory is one approach to the analysis of how HEIs at different levels interact with and ‘select’ 
various interest groups in their internal and external environment. This approach will be extended through 
the application of other related concepts, such as Strauss’ (1978) notion of the organisation as a negotiated 
order in relation to ‘an institutional theory of stakeholder negotiations’ (Lamberg et al. 2002), and blended 
with (neo) institutionalism, resource dependency and the strategic choice theories mentioned above. 
 
 
TOWARDS A CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
 
Before outlining our conceptual propositions and hypotheses, let us summarise the argument. Many policy 
studies in higher education have concentrated on either changing systems of government control and shifts 
towards market steering, or on the structural and organisational dimension of institutional adaptation and 
accommodation. The present study, however, is more concerned with the way in which the university, 
partly because of government reforms and partly because of other factors in the external environment, is 
changing its role in society and the tensions this evokes within academe. Based on a number of well-
established social science theoretical approaches, the basic assumption is that in order to survive, HEIs 
must effectively respond to the key changes that occur in their environment. This does not imply a 
deterministic assumption that all organisational action is prescribed by environmental conditioning. On the 
contrary, organisations can and do influence their environment as well; response to environmental 
influences can be quite variable, even amongst very similar types of organisations; and an appropriate 
response to change may indeed be to preserve key traditions (Kogan et al. 2000). It is recognised that 
institutions and their members do not always behave rationally; that historical and cultural precedents have 
a strong influence on strategic behaviour; that intra-organisational flexibility is determined by power 
configurations; and that the external environment is itself socially constructed and interpreted through 
power relations and political dominance (Giddens & Hutton 2000). Thus, we cannot conceptualise the 
university as a single actor, but need to differentiate between different groups located at different levels in 
the organisation (a multi-level multi-actor perspective).  
 
The question, then, is ‘how do we understand the relationship between the ongoing strategic responses, on 
the one hand, and organisational identity, on the other’ (Dijana 2005). Different answers to this question 
can be identified in the literature according to institutional (or neo institutionalism and the concept of 
archetype, for example) or resource dependency perspectives, the former locating external power with 
those who shape and control institutional values and beliefs and the latter with those who control scarce 



resources. It is becoming more apparent that active agency and resistance are important aspects of HEIs 
environmental response strategies. While there is considerable concern that new business practices within 
HEIs are transforming ‘knowledge-professionals’ into ‘knowledge-workers’, leading (according to some) 
to the ‘proletarianisation’ of the academic profession, there is also evidence to suggest that academics are 
more resilient to managerial domination than is commonly presumed (Kogan et al 2000), that the 
managerial colonisation of the academy is far from universal (Amaral et al. 2003), and that the broader 
New Public Management ideology on which much of the corporate style management of HEIs is based, is 
falling into disrepute (Meek 2003). 
 
This leads us to a number of propositions and hypotheses presented below. We emphasise that these are 
the resultant of work in progress and intended to evoke constructive criticism at the conference to be taken 
on board in the next phase of our project. We hope that the relationships between the theoretical 
assumptions discussed are clear. Given the size limit of the paper, we have decided not to reiterate these at 
each step.  
 
Propositions and Hypotheses 
 
P1 Organisations are influenced by their environment, but this is neither a passive nor a unilaterally 
deterministic occurrence. Organisations attempt to influence and change their environment as well in 
order to maximise the fit between environment and organisation. 
 
P2 Environmental pressures are exerted upon organisations through stakeholders which in 
combination constitute the organisational environment. Stakeholders can be individuals (unlikely) or other 
organisations (more likely). Pressures can be exerted directly by a stakeholder upon an organisation or 
via other stakeholders that incorporate the other’s claim in their own. 
 
P3 Contrary to the dominant view in which the organisation is seen as a unified and uniform actor, 
organisations also can be conceptualised as an amalgam of (groups of) actors with different norms, values 
and attitudes. In particular when the object of analysis is a professional organisation, such as a university 
– or more generally a higher education organisation – this second conceptualisation appears an 
appropriate reflection of reality. 
 
P4 The more within an organisation norms, values and attitudes are shared, the more an 
organisation will act as a singular actor and vice versa. 
 
Note: this proposition provides the opportunity to deal directly with NPM within the organisation. We 
have seen to an extent a transformation of management styles and approaches that partly reflect the NPM 
changes that have taken place in the wider public sector environment of universities. Thus: university 
administration has adopted elements of NPM. This needs not necessarily be reflected at the academic level 
of the organisation. 
 
P5 The more the administrative level and the academic level share the same set of norms, values and 
attitudes, the more a university will be able to formulate a response to stakeholder pressure as a singular 
organisation and vice versa. 
 
P6 Groups of similar organisations constitute an organisational field. The more structured and 
organised an organisational field, the more homogeneous organisational reactions vis-à-vis 
environmental pressures will be. 
 
From the above and based on a combination of stakeholder and neo-institutional theory and our own 
discussions, we arrive at the following:   
 
P7 Organisations use processes of stakeholder identification to determine the salience of 
stakeholders and to deal with competing claims. 
 
P8 Stakeholder identification is undertaken by an organisation on the basis of the perception of three 
attributes: the power of the stakeholder and the legitimacy and urgency of the stakeholder’s claims. 
  
 



Thus:  
 
H1 The more attributes a stakeholder possesses the more salient this stakeholder will be perceived to 
be by an organisation.   
 
H2 The more diversified the organisation is in terms of its norms, values and attitudes, the more likely 
it is that stakeholder salience will be perceived differently by the (groups of) actors that constitute the 
organisation. 
 
Taking into account the multi-level, multi-actor approach, for a university this can be operationalised as 
follows: 
 
Table 2: Stakeholder identification 

 Central 
executive 

Faculty 
executive 

Academe Students 

Power     
Legitimacy     
Urgency     

 
P9 Organisations and/or actors can choose from a repertoire of responses depending on their 
identification of the stakeholder and their sets of beliefs and values (the “archetype” used here to identify 
the plurality of visions of academe as identified by Olson rather than a single, unified organisational 
identity). 
 
Table 3: Possible responses  

Response Central 
executive 

Faculty 
executive 

Academe Students 

Acquiescence     
Compliance     
Avoidance     
Defiance     
Manipulate     
Seize 
opportunity 

    

 
Seizing opportunity is a response type introduced by the researchers and is not part of Oliver’s original 
typology. However, we believe it to be a useful addition to the possible response repertoire where 
organisational actors manipulate (or even fabricate) an environmental pressure for their own ends. 
 
Table 4: Archetypes (from Olsen 2005) 

 Central 
executive 

Faculty 
executive 

Academe Students 

Community of 
scholars 

    

Instrument for 
national purpose 

    

Representative 
democracy 

    

Service enterprise 
embedded in 
competitive markets 

    

 
P10 In order for an organisation to arrive at an institutional response to stakeholder pressure, it must 
engage in a decision-making processes aimed at achieving a compromise as to the response set. 
 
P11 An organisation’s response consists of any combination of acquiescence, compliance, avoidance, 
defiance, manipulation or opportunity seizing. 



 
H3 The more an organisation is characterised by diverging archetypes, the more likely it is that 
actual actions by organisational members diverge from the institutional response. 
 
H4 The stakeholder will evaluate the combination of institutional response and actual actions in the 
light of the claim(s) expressed and will reformulate the(se) claim(s) accordingly. 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Notably lacking from the organisational literature, according to Oliver (1991), Modell (2001) and Olsen 
(2005) is explicit attention to the behaviours that organisations employ in direct response to the 
environmental processes that affect them. Previous research has made it clear that there is indeed an effect 
of governmental policies and other external environmental influences on organisational change processes 
within HEIs. Research also suggests that the substance of each institution’s response may be significantly 
different, both within and between countries (Amaral et al. 2003). Even seemingly similar organisations 
develop different strategic actions leading to different kinds of internal adaptations (Gornitzka & Maassen 
2000). However, past research has had difficulty in explaining the differences in institutional response, 
possibly due to the fact that many past efforts have concentrated on external pressures in single countries 
and have lacked a comparative perspective (see Kogan et al. 2000). This project draws upon past 
comparative studies of higher education reform and adaptation but attempts to extend beyond them both in 
terms of scope and in the application of a common theoretical framework based on that of stakeholder and 
related organisational sociology concepts as outlined above.  
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