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Role of stakeholders leading  
to development of higher  
education services
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A B S T R A C T
In this article, a higher education institution (HEI) is analysed as an organisation 
performing under change conditions. In this context, needs and expectations of a wide 
range of university stakeholders are analysed. The aim of this article is to indicate  
the roles of stakeholders leading to the development of an HEI. Although Ishikawa’s 
cause-and-effect diagram is used when identifying possible causes of a problem, it can 
also be seen as a method that allows splitting the subject into separate parts, which 
are causally interrelated. During the research of the activity fields of the HEI  
and the boundaries related to its surrounding groups, the connections between 
different groups, their interests and expectations towards the activities of the HEI were 
determined. The article is prepared using the theoretical-analytical approach.  
It contains the analysis of the literature on HEI stakeholders, quality management 
systems and issues concerning the organisational development. The conclusions 
include insights and suggestions for further research on the ways an HEI can correspond 
to the needs of stakeholders.
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Introduction

At the end of the XX century, the mission of HEIs 
was to transfer their knowledge to the young genera-
tion (studies) and create new knowledge (science). 
Another important field of activity is a search for 
innovative solutions by frequently combining knowl-
edge from different research fields. This way, new 
ideas were generated, new knowledge was created as 

well as new spheres of economic activities were devel-
oped. 

By eliminating borders between states and cul-
tures such globalisation processes, as permeability 
and speed of information, inevitably transferred  
the monopoly of higher education from the level of 
domestic policy to a global dimension. Constantly 
changing conditions, rapid technological progress, 
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development of internationalisation and vanishing 
walls between diverse regional cultures pose new 
challenges for higher education. Having involuntarily 
switched to market conditions yet striving to remain 
competitive in the higher education market, HEIs 
must search for adequate solutions. They manoeuvre 
between their fundamental values, societal commit-
ments and changes as well as tendencies in the global 
labour market. HEIs face a difficult task to satisfy 
expectations of different stakeholders at the same 
time keeping away from becoming diploma mills. 
These issues are considered relevant for this type of 
research.

The remaining research gap may be defined as 
HEI relations with stakeholders to achieve the overall 
development of the HEI. Therefore, the research aims 
to find out how HEI relations with stakeholders can 
determine the development of the HEI. An assump-
tion is made that the coherent development of instru-
ments within the HEI quality management system 
focusing on consideration and coordination of vari-
ous needs of different stakeholders could be an 
essential element behind the development of the HEI. 

The research object of this article is HEI relation-
ships with stakeholders. The article analyses an HEI 
as an organisation performing under changing condi-
tions. It strives for exceptional attributes that com-
prise a competitive edge of an HEI among its 
competitors and helps attract more students (custom-
ers), which allows for a coherent development of 
future activities and the reduction of negative external 
impact.

Taking a quality management system as an 
instrument or driver for a progressive HEI strategy, it 
is obvious that the essence is hidden within the 
approach of the HEI towards the stakeholders. This 
validates the adoption of the stakeholder theory. At 
the same time, economically measured development 
is important as a pre-condition for the long-term 
competitive advantage of an HEI. It follows, therefore, 
that the aim of the research is to determine the factors 
influencing the development of an HEI with reference 
to interests and expectations of its diverse stakehold-
ers. The durability of the processes of an HEI (i.e. 
study programmes, research and development, the 
third mission) is considered. 

The contribution of this article is two-fold. It 
contributes to the stakeholder theory by supplement-
ing the peculiarities of its adoption to HEIs. In this 
respect, theoretical constraints of the stakeholder 
theory are broadened by introducing its relations to 
quality management methods. The approach of qual-

ity management systems adds HEIs as an additional 
research object. The analysis of solutions for  
the development of the HEI sustainability is deter-
mined by its performance efficiency, growth and sta-
bility. 

The article is grounded on the theoretical-analyt-
ical approach. The analysed literature includes issues 
on social partners of HEIs as well as the organisational 
development. These questions are analysed in the 
general context of higher education focusing on the 
question how HEI relations with diverse groups of 
stakeholders could create conditions for the long-
term development of the HEI. 

The cause-and-effect diagram is used in this 
article as a novel approach for the already known 
quality management method to reflect the interaction 
of expectations held by various social partners in 
pursuance of the HEI development.

1. Changing conditions  
and challenges of HEIs  
in Lithuania

First, this section will reveal the generic changing 
conditions to illustrate the dynamic setting in which 
HEIs operate today. Second, it will explain the condi-
tions and challenges faced by HEIs in Lithuania. 

Analysts and experts from around the world 
make predictions on the status of higher education in 
the future. Firstly, it is maintained that the use of 
education technologies (distance learning, modelling 
equipment, game-type programme equipment) will 
open up new ways for interactive and problem-based 
learning. Secondly, HEIs face the challenge to prepare 
young people for jobs that currently do not exist or 
are only in the naissance stage (Salmi, 2013). Refer-
ring to the traditional approach towards studies, 
when a lecturer conveys knowledge for students sit-
ting in an auditorium, the previously mentioned aims 
are most probably unachievable. Namely, technolo-
gies have a fundamental role transforming higher 
education. The main tendencies that will accelerate 
the application of technologies in higher education 
are the following (Johnson et al., 2014):
• the growth and influence of the social media,
• the integration of the internet, hybrid and coop-

eration-based learning methods,
• the increase of data-based learning and evalua-

tion,
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• the shift in the attitude towards the student as  
a customer to the student as a co-producer, 

• the development of an agile approach towards 
change,

• the evolution of learning on the internet.
Conditions influencing the activities of HEIs had 

rapidly changed especially during the last decade. 
They determined the increase in the competition 
among the HEIs as well as their difficulties in becom-
ing exceptional by discovering or pursuing a unique 
direction. Under such conditions, it is challenging to 
resist responding to a struggle posed by the present 
conditions (short-term focus) but rather maintain the 
basic direction leading to sustainable organisational 
development (long-term focus).

The recent decade saw the rise of a new additional 
area of HEI activity referred to as the “third mission 
of universities”. This new area includes knowledge 
management, cooperation between different sectors 
of the economy and society, and the pursuit of a new 
(additional) role for knowledge and higher education 
in the changing world. This way, HEI mission 
expanded across the frontiers of studies and research 
incorporating the service for society, which requires 
cooperation and partnership (Maric, 2013). A con-
temporary university perceives the third mission as 
an opportunity to concentrate and strengthen the 
capabilities of studies and research without indicating 
the ways this mission should be reached. The accept-
ance of the third mission does not self-sustain institu-
tional development but renders a new potential 
(Nelles & Vorley, 2010).

Searching for the ways to become exceptional 
and attract more students, HEIs most frequently cre-
ate and provide new study programmes, network 
with businesses and employees, and track careers of 
their graduates. Besides, HEIs use marketing tech-
niques and participate in trendy national and interna-
tional higher education rankings. Some authors 
highlight the rankings as a policy and management 
tool (Agasisti & Johnes, 2015), while others note that 
despite active participation in different rankings, the 
relationship between reputation and quality of HEI is 
still unclear (Ramirez & Berger, 2014). Participation 
of an HEI in rankings is firstly considered as  
an instrument for marketing and communication, 
facilitating the positioning and image of the HEI. 
Despite the place the HEI takes in a certain ranking, 
the result of such endeavour will depends on  
the adequately formulated and suitably interpreted 
message. The choice of indicators and their measure-
ment weights used for the evaluation of HEIs reflect 

only priorities and values of the ranking agencies. At 
the same time, immense differences among the tradi-
tions of institutions, their mission as well as the types 
of benchmarked institutions are ignored (Marginson, 
2007). International rankings often benchmark the 
reputation and appeal relying on opinions and refus-
ing the concept of higher education quality 
(Hazelkorn, 2011). Since objective benchmarking is 
impossible, the ranking results are only relevant to  
a certain methodology (Palfreyman, 2012). It is 
uncommon for a university’s stakeholder, be it a busi-
ness or a student, to have an ability to assess achieve-
ments of a certain HEI in a ranking which gives, for 
example, the 429 or the 492 position. HEIs with pro-
found changes in their activities could remain in  
the same or even lower position, if, suppose, the 
number of participating institutions in the ranking 
had increased in that year. In any case, the flourishing 
industry of HEI rankings only confirms the growing 
competition among HEIs and the search for the ways 
to stand out among other institutions as well as be 
attractive to more students (customers) and stake-
holders. The fashion to participate in rankings can be 
thus considered as misdirecting the attention of HEIs 
from the established objectives that should be reached 
by undertaking their core activities. In other words, 
HEIs should use strategic planning instruments and 
quality management systems for the established, 
integral analysis and operational planning. 

Next, we will analyse how the environment in 
which HEIs perform in Lithuania had changed 
recently and what influence these changes had on the 
HEIs. 

In Lithuania, higher education has grown into 
mass figures, which is no exception. Similar tenden-
cies can also be observed in Latvia and Estonia. In 
2007, the total number of higher education students 
in the Baltic countries had reached 400 thousand. 
During that time, some HEIs and numbers of stu-
dents gradually grew (Paliulis & Labanauskis, 2015). 
According to Statistics of Lithuania, the number of 
students in Lithuanian HEIs has grown from 197 
thousand in 2005 to 210 thousand in 2008 while  
the number of institutions stayed the same, i.e. 45.

Although a variety of national (grants and loans) 
and international (mobility programmes) instru-
ments have been used to increase the accessibility of 
higher education, the national statistical yearbooks of 
Lithuania suggest that the number of students in 
Lithuania continues to decrease since 2010 (Fig. 1).

A lower number of students enrolling HEIs 
means lower income from tuition fees whether paid 
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by the state or students, weaker scientific and creative 
potential, unpopular personnel management deci-
sions (cuts in wages and tenure positions), infrastruc-
ture management struggles, and issues related to 
investments into research and studies.

Negative demographic trends or, more precisely, 
decreasing fertility rates mean fewer students (cus-
tomers) in the future. Another important aspect is the 
choice of an HEI and a study programme. Authors 
claim that current consumers have plenty of alterna-
tive service providers (Munteanu et al., 2010). They 
can easily replace a service provider as their satisfac-
tion primarily depends on the quality of the provided 
service. This also applies to higher education students. 
The quality of service is the key factor that determines 
the decision to choose and finish studies as well as 
continue seeking for a higher degree at the same HEI 
(Munteanu et al., 2010). Students choose an HEI,  
a study programme, and even the country for their 
studies. The numbers of students choosing post-sec-
ondary studies abroad increase every year. According 
to UNESCO (UNESCO Institute of Statistics, 2017), 
about 12 thousand of Lithuanian citizens chose a full-
time study programme in a foreign country in 2013. 

It should be noted that Lithuanian network of 
HEIs is very large, especially considering the number 
of inhabitants. During 2012–2015, Lithuania had 45 
HEIs. Therefore, the current conditions, i.e.  
the reduction in the overall number of students as 
well as those choosing studies abroad, pose a true 
challenge for HEIs in Lithuania. Even though  
the country tries to attract students from abroad,  
the reduction of local students cannot be counterbal-
anced by full-time students as well as part-time stu-
dents (within the frames of exchange programmes) 
coming to Europe from other world regions. 

Coming back to the sustainable development 
aspect, two approaches arise: the national or even 
regional, based on institutional consolidation of 

HEIs. The institutional collaboration can operate in at 
least three ways, i.e. cooperation, coordination or 
merger (Harman & Harman, 2003). The implications 
of demographic changes and financial aspects serve 
as necessary evidence for the top managers of HEIs 
and policy makers to consolidate the network of these 
institutions. This is necessary to increase the effi-
ciency of operations, achieve greater teaching value, 
and enhance research. Also, such decisions mean  
an immense responsibility as the consolidation pro-
cess itself does not suppose the higher quality of per-
formance or more sustainable development.  
An institutional approach analyses the institution as  
a unit focusing on internal processes and its linkages 
with external processes and the environment. Subse-
quently, this paper focuses on the sustainable devel-
opment from the institutional point of view.

In Lithuania, a recent analysis revealed a signifi-
cant difference in the preparedness to study in an HEI 
among students who are financed by the state  
and students paying their tuition fees. The competi-
tion scores of students enrolling to state financed 
study places are significantly higher when compared 
to the scores of self-paying students (Research  
and Higher Education Monitoring and Analysis 
Centre MOSTA, 2015). Therefore, the preparedness 
of students within a study programme is uneven. 
Consequently, such heterogeneity of the students 
burdens the work of lecturers and complicates the 
study process. Since 2015, HEIs in Lithuania agreed 
to establish a minimum competitive score for stu-
dents admitted to state funded places. 

Some authors indicate that with the Bologna 
Process, the use of quality reached a sort of technical 
level. As it refers to quality assurance techniques 
(Saarinen, 2010), it may be emphasised that legal 
regulation of national higher education  
and the mechanism of study quality assurance initi-
ated by the Bologna process committed HEIs in 
Lithuania to create and apply inner study quality 
assurance systems. External study programme evalu-
ation and institutional HEI assessment refer to 
Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in 
the European Higher Education Area (ESG). HEIs in 
Lithuania introduced quality management systems 
certified to ISO 9001 standard. In some cases, systems 
integrated several quality management standards, 
such as ISO 9001, ISO 14001, and OHAS 18001. HEIs 
with their main activities in the field of management 
and business integrated quality management systems 
which received international quality accreditations 
such as CEEMAN International Quality Accredita-

Fig. 1. Number of students in Lithuanian HEIs in 2005-2015

Source: elaborated by the author based on (Statistics Lithuania, 2015).
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tion (IQA) or EFMD EPAS. However, a gap remains 
in the analysis of the ways the integrated quality 
management systems influence the activities  
and development of the HEIs.

Summarising the changing conditions and chal-
lenges of HEIs in Lithuania, we can distinguish 
demographic downturn, increasing competition  
and tension between HEIs. This means the reduction 
in the number of students (customers) as well  
as the state funding of HEIs. A wide network of HEIs 
determines the defragmentation of the higher educa-
tion system. A minimally controlled wide accessibil-
ity to studies hampers the assurance of the quality of 
studies and influences the results of HEI activities. 

Performing under the changing conditions, HEIs 
must strive for real uniqueness to remain in the 
higher education market as well as comprehensively 
develop its activities in the future. HEIs should rap-
idly progress the implementation of their studies, 
research and operations (performance) in general. 

It is notable that HEIs are not working alone 
while performing their tasks and activities. In this 
context, we take a closer look at a wide range of stake-
holders and social partners of HEIs with the diversity 
of their needs and expectations.

2. Stakeholders and their 
interlinkages with HEIs 

In the business world, stakeholders are usually 
categorised into primary and secondary. The primary 
stakeholders are those who are directly affected by 
organisational performance and have an interest in 
solving potential problems. As such, the primary 
stakeholders are beneficiaries of activities performed 
by the organisation; besides, they directly affect  
the success of the organisation. Secondary stakehold-
ers have an indirect influence by playing an interme-
diary role and can also have a high impact on potential 
outcomes (Stankevičienė & Vaiciukevičiūtė, 2014).

The main reason to use the stakeholder theory  
in this article is determined by the complexity  
of higher education. Surrounded by a variety of stake-
holders with different expectations and requirements, 
HEIs need to find a balance between these groups. 
Secondly, we assume that an HEI should start from  
the analysis of needs and expectations of the stake-
holders when choosing or developing their quality 
management system. 

The review of the literature on the stakeholder 
theory can be started from Freeman and his book 
“Strategic Management: A stakeholder approach” 
(1984). The core idea of this theory states that an 
organisation, which manages stakeholder relation-
ships effectively will survive longer and perform bet-
ter than an organisation that does not (Freeman, 
1984). The scientific literature on the stakeholder 
theory provides numerous definition of a stakeholder. 
In some studies, the term “stakeholders” is replaced 
by the term “customers” (Iacovidou, Gibbs & Zopia-
tis, 2009). However, the latter term is more controver-
sial in the context of higher education; therefore, we 
use “stakeholders”. Stakeholders can be “all agents 
(representatives), who can influence or become influ-
enced when implementing organisation’s objectives” 
and” any individual or a group, which can influence 
or can be influenced when implementing organisa-
tion’s objectives“ (Pesqueux & Damak-Ayadi, 2012; 
Bourne & Walker, 2005; Mainardes, Alves & Raposo, 
2012). Stakeholders acting in field of higher educa-
tion are interested in the activities of HEIs and are 
most frequently divided into internal and external 
(Melewar & Akel, 2005), primary and secondary 
(Maric, 2013) or overt and latent (Jongbloed, Enders 
& Salerno, 2008; Garvare & Johansson, 2010; Main-
ardes, Alves & Raposo, 2013). Higher education 
stakeholders could also be categorised as commercial 
and non-commercial (Melewar & Akel, 2005).

The role of stakeholders in higher education is 
also analysed in the context of ESG. The findings 
from cases of seven European countries “reveal that 
the importance of stakeholders varies across  
the countries and across the types of stakeholders” 
(Leisyte & Westerheijden, 2014).

One of the current research papers provides  
a stakeholder map in higher education. According to 
the map, stakeholders belong to one of two subgroups, 
i.e. partners or customers. The idea is that such maps 
help HEIs to identify most important stakeholders, 
collect feedback and improve processes (Kettunen, 
2015).

Stakeholders approach universities from differ-
ent angles, for example, employers and business 
groups – from the economic perspective, families  
of present and future students and social organisa-
tions – from the social perspective, academicians and 
other providers of educational services – from  
the perspective of education. Often, external stake-
holders approach activities of a university referring to 
the local context in the first place; meanwhile, others 
draw upon the national or international contexts 
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(Houston, 2008). The variety shows the importance 
of this element in the life of an HEI. 

An HEI is an integrated organisation surrounded 
by a larger number of various stakeholders. Thus, 
their internal connections and expectations  
are of immense importance. An HEI is an essential 
part of a stakeholder’s “ecosystem” and, therefore, one 
of its primary activities should be to create the maxi-
mum value for its partners. This task is unfortunately 
encumbered by diverse and often discrepant expecta-
tions of these partners.

In a democratic society, interests are negotiated 
to find compromises. In negotiating these compro-
mises, higher education stakeholders must negotiate 
all definitions of quality, not just preferred ones  
(Pitman, 2014).

In 2013, John Borwick prepared a map of scien-
tific partners of higher education in the United States, 
emphasising external partners and their relations 
with HEIs as well as internal connections.  
The adapted and complemented map, representing 
relations between an HEI and its stakeholder groups 

in Lithuania (as well as most of the European coun-
tries) is provided in Fig. 2.

While exploring these relations, it is noticeable 
that government is responsible for legal regulation 
(legislative acts), financing of HEIs, financial support 
to students (grants, compensation of loan interest, 
etc.), and job creation for graduates and students. 
Accreditation institutions evaluate and accredit HEIs 
and study programmes, provide relevant and useful 
information to support government decisions, guide 
prospective students (e.g., choosing the studies), 
inform students and their parents. Media and rank-
ing agencies perform analyses and provide informa-
tion that may be useful for the prospective students, 
their parents and HEIs. HEIs provide the alumni with 
an identity, organise various events and offers for 
qualification improvement. The alumni provide HEIs 
with feedback and support. They are invited to give 
lectures for students and share practical experience 
during events. Aiming to recruit new students, HEIs 
provide them with information on study options. 
Parents pay tuition fees and provide additional finan-

Fig. 2. Map and linkages of stakeholder groups in HEIs

Source: elaborated by the author based on (Borwick, 2013).
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cial support. Various foundations provide financial 
support to HEIs in the form of grants, etc. Non-gov-
ernmental (non-profit) organisations expect support 
from HEIs and student volunteers. HEIs compete for 
students and collaborate in thematic networks  
at the same time. Students have possibilities to switch 
an HEI and continue their studies elsewhere; conse-
quently, credit transfer and accumulation procedures 
are implemented. Business and private companies are 
among the most important stakeholders of HEIs.  
The government orders services, gets specialists 
trained, funds the higher education. Employers also 
take part in the management of HEIs and their study 
programmes, establish grants and placements for 
students. In general, all HEI activities and results are 
provided to the society, i.e. not only economically 
active (working) individuals but also persons  
of a wide outlook, who are capable of perceiving and 
analysing world realities, read into and understand 
the surroundings, signs and information in diverse 
forms. It all comprises the educational level of the 
society and the potential of culture and creativity 
(self-expression). In this scheme of linkages, an HEI 
and a student are the subjects that face the major part 
of expectations and interests of the stakeholders  
(Fig. 2). 

Subsequent to the analysis of a substantial num-
ber of external partners and their expectations, we 
can evaluate the importance of the labour market  
and its interest in processes and results that take place 
in higher education. Some stakeholders are driven by 
economic reasons, and others have social interests 
(Eagle & Brennan, 2007). At the same time, it should 
be noted that this map does not reveal stakeholder 
groups that function inside the HEI, such as several 
levels of administration (university, faculty,  
and departmental), lecturers, PhD students  
and young researchers, service personnel and their 
networks.

When trying to define the influence of the envi-
ronment, it is meaningful to divide HEIs according to 
their founders. HEIs founded by the state have  
the state government as the main source of funding 
(state funded student places, targeted financing); 
subsequently, the government is their most important 
stakeholder. Non-state (private) HEIs do not receive 
state funding for their activities; however, they per-
form under the same conditions (legal regulation of 
higher education, institutional and study programme 
assessment and accreditation) as the state HEIs. This 
way, the competitive environment for non-state HEIs 
is disadvantageous.

This scheme clearly demonstrates the variety of 
HEIs extending their activities from studies or 
knowledge transfer and research to community (soci-
ety) services as well as new types of partnerships 
within the surrounding environment (Jongbloed, 
Enders & Salerno, 2008). The stakeholders act as 
partners, supporters, content makers and change 
agents. The presented figure allows indicating stake-
holders interested in the activities of an HEI  
and evaluating of their possible influence and impact. 

The analysis of the HEI stakeholder network 
demonstrates that different groups of stakeholders 
have different needs and expectations towards  
an HEI, which must find a compromise. It is impor-
tant to note that the value for HEIs is not created by 
separately functioning stakeholders. Only joint 
actions of HEIs and stakeholders result in activities 
that satisfy both sides and are worthwhile. Fig. 2 
provides the map of HEIs and their external links; 
however, the reflected stakeholder network does not 
show the level of influence of each player or their 
position within the HEI.

3. HEI activities and interac-
tions with stakeholders  
in connection with cause  
and effect 

According to Fadeeva et al. (2014), quality assess-
ment as a transformative process underlines the need 
to involve the multiple internal and external stake-
holders concerned with moving HEIs to become 
more change focused (Fadeeva at al., 2014).  
The cause-and-effect diagram created by the Kaoru 
Ishikawa was used to indicate the essential cause of 
the problem. Causes are usually grouped into five 
main categories (personnel, methods, machines, 
measurements and environment), specifying the 
sources of deviations (Ishikawa, 1986). Using the log-
ics of this method, we will indicate the most impor-
tant areas of HEI activities, in which the interaction 
with different groups of stakeholders is possible. This 
allows aiming for the maximum economic benefit for 
the HEI.

Firstly, we group internal and external stakehold-
ers of an HEI and various factors, the presence or use 
of which could influence on the HEI development. 
The first group named the “Environment” is mostly 
composed of external stakeholders of the HEI. It is 
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suggested to start the analysis from the appeal  
of the region, i.e. – the choice of location for studies 
(the geographical region, state, and climate),  
and conditions to study and social guarantees (sup-
port). Next, we should consider the legal framework 
for higher education and HEIs. It is important to 
remember the role of international documentation 
and agreements, such as the Bologna process com-
muniques, ESG guidelines on the quality of higher 
education. The national level can be described by 
laws, legal acts and internal documents of an HEI. 
Locally-focused HEIs with the underdeveloped inter-
national dimension (none or few international stu-
dents/lecturers, few internationally implemented 
study programmes) heavily depend on demographic 
fluctuations.

The network of HEIs is the determining factor 
that could influence the national context. However, 
HEI networks should be analysed considering the 
specificity of their country (e.g. Lithuania). Agencies 
that implement higher education policies and under-
take assessments are most frequently national but can 
also be international. 

Other participants, e.g. employers, businesses, 
professional associations, non-governmental  
and non-profit organisations, state and private foun-
dations, and ranking agencies can be regarded as 
national or international players depending on their 
activities. 

The next group is “Infrastructure and buildings”, 
which falls outside the scope of stakeholders. This 
group of factors refers to the land and buildings 
owned or rightfully used by an HEI. Buildings can be 
grouped depending on their purpose, i.e. those desig-
nated for studies and science processes, i.e. auditori-
ums, laboratories for research and teaching, 
administrative premises of the university and faculty 
(other units), library, bookstore, sports and practice 
facilities, archive, catering and other utility rooms. 
Separate attention is devoted to student dormitories 
as an important campus element. 

“Management” group includes all internal HEI 
management bodies (the university senate, council, 
rectorate) as well as external social partners, such as a 
local and international network of partners. This area 
also covers financial management. It should also be 
noted that social partners are usually a part of man-
agement bodies as well as strategic partnerships. 

The group named “Organisation and sale of stud-
ies” includes the portfolio of study programmes, 
studies according to forms and types, qualification 
improvement courses, distance learning and MOOCs. 

Specialized secondary schools and other forms of 
collaboration with the secondary level of education 
are also included. Artistic and scientific activities are 
also attributed to this group as a complementary part 
of studies. This part of HEI performance is a top pri-
ority for all internal (students, teachers, management 
bodies) and external stakeholder (e.g. employers). 

“Science and its commercialisation” group covers 
scientific publications, their citation indices, scientific 
conferences organised and attended, orders and con-
tracts with the state and businesses. Patents, new 
businesses and spin-offs/start-ups are also included.

“Internationalisation and communication strat-
egy” involves marketing campaigns, organised and 
attended study exhibitions and career days, visits to 
schools and companies, HEI representation in vari-
ous working groups, a network of international part-
ners, participation in rankings, use of the feedback, 
and collection of information from students, lectur-
ers, and social partners. 

Fig. 3 fits all the above-mentioned parts in the 
cause-and-effect diagram. The analysis of HEI activi-
ties according to six conditional parts represented in 
the diagram reveals the complexity of an HEI as an 
organisation. Subsequently, the abundance and diver-
sity of partners and stakeholders are also represented. 
At the same time, we can notice that none of the 
mentioned parts includes the independent role of an 
HEI. These activities are regulated or determined by 
the needs of external players (partners, stakeholders). 
Fig. 2 includes interconnections and expectations of 
different stakeholders. Fig. 3 reveals the involvement 
of the HEI resource management and its perfor-
mance. Ishikawa’s cause-and-effect diagram repre-
sented in Fig. 3 does not cover a certain part of 
personnel or human resources on purpose. The logics 
for this is that certain cause-and-effect domains and 
subdomains correspond to certain interests and 
expectations of different stakeholders. Management 
of all activities requires a good system, and, more 
importantly, fluent internal communication between 
executives and administration as well as the units. In 
practical terms, it should be noted that challenges and 
disruptions of the internal communication do not 
depend upon the size of an organisation. They can 
slow down a successful higher education performance 
aiming for strategic objectives as well as good eco-
nomic activity results. Simultaneously, inconsistent, 
discrepant or delayed communication results in a 
higher probability of mistakes and a longer period for 
reaction to the needs of internal and external stake-
holders.
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4. Role of stakeholders  
leading to the development  
of an HEI 

Many different authors have been writing about 
stakeholders in the private sector, but the public sec-
tor still lags behind with some proper implications 
and in-depth analyses (Ipsos MORI, 2009). In this 
chapter, we describe the role of stakeholders in the 
development of an HEI through HEI performance 
activities devoted to the measurement of stakeholder 
needs, expectations and experiences. The measure-
ment is based on indicators to determine the stake-
holder role in the HEI development.

As pointed out by Ramos and Pires (2013) “indi-
cators can improve the dialogue with stakeholders, 
engaging them in sustainability matters and provid-
ing key relevant information for their decisions  
and aspirations” (Ramos & Pires, 2013). The problem 
is that the indicators tend to become an instrument of 
the activity, rather than the instrument for measuring 
the quality of the provided service (Munteanu et al., 
2010). Indicators of an organisation are assessed not 
only by the organisation but also by stakeholders. 
Thus, the importance of the indicators can be differ-
ent for different groups of stakeholders. 

It is crucially important to evaluate the expecta-
tions of stakeholders that are relevant to certain indi-

cators. Most frequently, expectations are unfeasible. 
Moreover, even with the desirable indicator reached, 
the expectations tend to rise. In leveraging the satis-
faction of the stakeholders, the alternative  
for the improvement of indicators is the lowering of 
the stakeholder expectations.

Usually, HEIs measures their activities according 
to their strategic management plans or main opera-
tions, such as studies, research and international 
activities (or achievements). The variety of indicators 
varies from the result to effectiveness and efficiency.

In this context, stakeholders can be a significant 
source of information to determine whether an HEI 
is state of the art. Tab. 1 provides the linkage between 
expectations and experience of main stakeholder 
groups with the improvement of an HEI.

The basic elements of the classical organisational 
activities are performance costs, time and quality 
management. The context of higher education is 
considered as very complex because HEIs have  
a unique selection of external drivers for change 
(O’Mahony & Garavan, 2012). Success in the imple-
mentation of the HEI development depends on self-
positioning, assessment and relevance to the needs of 
customers with an indication that the resources are 
limited. Firstly, the needs of customers are indicated 
using the formal methods such as surveys and focus 
groups (Kleijnen et al., 2014). The literature also 
stresses the importance of inclusion of the mid-man-
agers into the integration process. They have the main 

Fig. 3. Causes affecting the overall activity of an HEI leading to its development

Source: elaborated by the author based on Ishikawa’s Cause-and-Effect Diagram.
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role in understanding the change process and 
explaining it to other employers (O’Mahony  
& Garavan, 2012).

Tab. 1 has provided possible improvements of 
targeted HEI activities based on different stakeholder 
group expectations, needs and experience. 

Despite the fact what employers are seen as one 
of the most powerful external stakeholder groups, 
their ability to suggest HEI studies and R&D activities 
is very limited.

Owning the right to make decisions regarding 
the overall HEI performance and activities, HEI 
managers are the most powerful internal group of 
stakeholders. However, they should strive for external 
opinions to not miss relevant issues.

The academicians are seen as a strong group of 
stakeholders who have an opinion about the processes 
taking place in the HEI. At the same time, they imple-
ment the HEI policy in studies and R&D activities. 
They do have expectations but also experience, so 

Stakeholder       
group Location Expectations (needs) Experience

Improvements  
of targeted HEI  

activities

Employers external

• fulfilment of labour market 
demand,

• highly skilled professional 
employees

• participation in HEI governance 
bodies,

• experience from employed 
graduates,

• ability to provide suggestions for 
studies and R&D activities based 
on gained experience 

• management,
• infrastructure  

& buildings

Managers  
of HEI

internal

• achievement of strategic goals, 
• implementation  

of the HEI strategies,
• appropriate indicators to make 

decisions,
• timely statistical data 

• quality culture and quality 
management system,

• continuous improvement,
• accountability,
• measurement tools for 

stakeholders,
• set of study programmes,
• improvements after external 

evaluations (institutional, study 
programmes, R&D performance)

• all HEI  
performance 
activities

Academics 
internal/
external

• appropriate working 
environment,

• achievement of the learning 
outcomes of a study 
programme,

• development of studies 
curriculum based on scientific 
achievements,

• participation in international 
programs and projects

• development of study, 
programmes,

• workload of studies,
• monitoring of studies and R&D 

processes,
• job satisfaction

• studies,
• R&D activities,
• internationalisation,
• communication

Students internal

• motivation,
• development of personal 

abilities,
• career opportunities,
• social status

• flexible learning methods,
• workload of studies,
• ability to complete selected 

studies, 
• opportunities for further 

education and career,
• international mobility experience,
• procedures for appeals,
• opportunities for reflection,
• participation in student-life 

activities 

• studies,
• R&D activities,
• internationalization,
• communication

Tab. 1. Improvement of HEI activities using expectations and experience of stakeholders 

Source: elaborated by the author based on the Map and linkages of stakeholder groups in HEIs and the overall activity of HEIs.
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information gained from this group is extremely valu-
able.

Due to limited experience and understanding of 
HEI activities, students are not clearly assumed as 
contributors to the integration of the HEI quality 
management system. The scientific literature often 
criticises the approach to a student as a consumer 
(Houston, 2008). Moreover, a student plays different 
roles as a customer and an active participant  
in the processes they experience. Recent graduates 
and employers may evaluate the academic quality as 
customers and, for non-academic departments, stu-
dents may assess the quality of services they receive as 
customers (Tari & Dick, 2016).

Recent graduates or alumni are seen as the most 
valuable source of information about all HEI activi-
ties. They are not only familiar with the processes 
they experienced but also can be good advocates for 
the HEI among youngsters and in the society.

Once the needs and expectations of stakeholders 
are identified, and they are placed within the activi-
ties of the HEI, it is easy to plan resources and capa-
bilities as well as establish the priorities. Therefore, 
the system that indicates the priorities and defines the 
weights of elements (sub-criteria) is necessary. How-
ever, the effectiveness of this model needs to be 
empirically tested in further studies.

Conclusions

The organisational development is seen as con-
sistent and permanent efforts of an HEI. Social and 
economic changes of the recent decade determined 
the changes of the conditions for HEIs. The statement 
is illustrated by the example of the situation  
of the higher education in Lithuania. Having in mind 
the general negative demographic context, HEIs have 
to be clear about their exceptionality and increase 
their attractiveness to stay in the higher education 
market. 

Higher education stakeholders can be grouped 
and analysed in various ways. A detailed analysis 
provides their linkages with HEIs, also their needs 
and expectations. Different groups of stakeholders 
have different needs; thus, their objectives are diverse. 
Consequently, HEIs have to find a compromise, har-
monise and establish priorities leveraging the needs 
of the stakeholders.

The analysis based on the cause-and-effect dia-
gram revealed the complexity and diversity of HEI 

performance. This also contributes to the streams of 
scientific literature on the strategic management of 
HEIs. 

Stakeholders are seen as a powerful information 
source that can be used for the HEI development. The 
article presents possible ways for improvement of 
HEI performance using expectations, needs  
and experience of different stakeholder groups. 
Stakeholder inclusion in HEI activities could be  
a powerful element in finding the right ways to  
the development and improvement of an HEI.

Literature

Agasisti, T., & Johnes, G. (2015). Efficiency, costs, rankings 
and heterogeneity: the case of US higher education. 
Studies in Higher Education, 40(1), 60-82. doi: 
10.1080/03075079.2013.818644

Borwick, J. (2013). Mapping the system of US higher edu-
cation. HEIT Management. Retrieved from http://
www.heitmanagement.com/blog/2013/09/mapping-
the-system-of-us-higher-education/ 

Bourne, L., & Walker, D. H. T. (2005). Visualising and map-
ping stakeholder influence. Management Decision, 
43(5), 649-660. doi: 10.1108/00251740510597680

Central Statistical Bureau of Latvia. (2015). Statistical year-
book of Latvia 2014. Riga, Latvia: Central Statistical 
Bureau of Latvia.

Čiegis, R., & Zeleniūtė, R. (2008). Ekonomikos plėtra dar-
naus vystymosi aspektu [Economic development  
in the aspect of sustainable development]. Taikomoji 
Ekonomika: Sisteminiai Tyrimai, 2(1), 37-54. 

Freeman, R. E. (1984). Strategic Management: A stakeholder 
approach. Boston, USA: Pitman. 

Garvare, R., & Johansson, P. (2010). Management for sus-
tainability – A stakeholder theory. Total Quality 
Management & Business Excellence, 21(7), 737-744. 
doi: 10.1080/14783363.2010.483095

Harman, G., & Harman, K. (2003). Institutional mergers  
in Higher Education: Lessons from International 
Experience. Tertiary Education and Management, 
9(10), 29-44.

Hazelkorn, E. (2011). Rankings and the Reshaping of Higher 
Education: The Battle for World-Class Excellence. 
New York, USA: Palgrave McMillan.

Houston, D. (2008). Rethinking quality and improvement 
in higher education. Quality Assurance in Education, 
16(1), 61-79. doi: 10.1108/09684880810848413

Eagle, L., & Brennan, R. (2007). Are students customers? 
TQM and marketing perspectives. Quality Assurance 
in Education, 15(1), 44-60.

Fadeeva, Z., Galkute, L., Mader, C., & Scott, G. (2014). 
Sustainable development and quality assurance  
in higher education. London, England: Palgrave-
Macmillan.



74

Volume 9 • Issue 3 • 2017
Engineering Management in Production and Services

Iacovidou, M., Gibbs, P., & Zopiatis, A. (2009). An Explora-
tory Use of the Stakeholder Approach to Defining 
and Measuring Quality: The Case of a Cypriot Higher 
Education Institution. Quality in Higher Education, 
15(2), 147-165. doi: 10.1080/13538320902995774

Ipsos MORI. (2009). Understanding your stakeholders.  
A best practice guide for the public sector. London, 
England: Ipsos MORI. Retrieved from https://www.
ipsos-mori.com/Assets/Docs/Publications/sriunder-
standing-stakeholders-november-2009.pdf

Ishikawa, K. (1986). Guide to Quality Control. Tokyo, Japan: 
Asian Productivity Organization.

Johnson, L., Becker, S., Estrada, V., & Freeman, A. (2014). 
Horizon Report: 2014. Higher Education. Luxem-
bourg: Publications Office of the European Union,  
& Austin, USA: The New Media Consortium. 
Retrieved from http://www.nmc.org/pdf/2014-nmc-
horizon-report-he-EN.pdf 

Jongbloed, B., Enders, J., & Salerno, C. (2008). Higher edu-
cation and its communities: Interconnections, Inter-
dependencies and Research Agenda. Higher 
Education, 56, 303-324. 

Kettunen, J. (2015). Stakeholder relationships in higher 
education. Tertiary Education and Management, 
21(1), 56-65. doi: 10.1080/13583883.2014.997277

Kleijnen, J., Dolmans, D., Willems, J., & van Hout, H. 
(2014). Effective quality management requires a sys-
tematic approach and a flexible organisational cul-
ture: a qualitative study among academic staff. 
Quality in Higher Education, 20(1), 103-126. doi: 
10.1080/13538322.2014.889514

Leisyte, L., & Westerheijden, D. F. (2014). Stakeholders and 
quality assurance in higher education. In H. Eggins 
(Ed.), Drivers and Barriers to Achieving Quality  
in Higher Education (pp. 83-97). Rotterdam, Nether-
lands: SensePublishers. doi: 10.1007/978-94-6209-
494-9_7

Mainardes, E., Alves, H., & Raposo, M. (2012). A model for 
stakeholder classification and stakeholder relation-
ships. Management Decision, 50(10), 1861-1879. 
doi:10.1108/00251741211279648

Mainardes, E., Alves, H., & Raposo, M. (2013). Identifying 
stakeholders in a Portuguese university: a case study. 
Revista de Educación, 362, 429-457. doi: 
10.4438/1988-592X-RE-2012-362-167

Maric, I. (2013). Stakeholder analysis of higher education 
institutions. Interdisciplinary Description of Complex 
Systems, 11(2), 217-226. doi: 10.7906/indecs.11.2.4

Marginson, S. (2007). Global university rankings: implica-
tions in general and for Australia. Journal of Higher 
Education Policy and Management, 29(2), 131-142.

Melewar, T. C., & Akel, S. (2005). The role of corporate 
identity in the higher education sector. Corporate 
Communications: An International Journal, 10(1), 
41-57. doi: 10.1108/13563280510578196

Munteanu, C., Ceobanu, C., Boba, C., & Anton, O. (2010). 
An analysis of customer satisfaction in a higher edu-
cation context. International Journal of Public Sector 
Management, 23(2), 124-140. doi: 10.1108/0951355 
1011022483

Nelles, J., & Vorley, T. (2010). From policy to practice: 
engaging and embedding the third mission in con-
temporary universities. International Journal of Soci-
ology and Social Policy, 30(7/8), 341-353. doi: 
10.1108/01443331011060706

O’Mahony, K., & Garavan, T. N. (2012). Implementing  
a quality management framework in a higher educa-
tion organisation: A case study. Quality Assurance  
in Education, 20(2), 184-200. doi: 10.1108/096848812 
11219767

Palfreyman, D. (2012). Rankings and the Reshaping of 
Higher Education: The Battle for World-Class Edu-
cation. Perspectives: Policy and Practice in Higher 
Education, 16(2), 66-68. doi: 10.1080/13603108.2011. 
620996

Paliulis, N. K., & Labanauskis, R. (2015). Benchmarking  
as an Instrument for Improvement of Quality Man-
agement in Higher Education. Business. Manage-
ment and Education, 13(1), 140-157. doi:10.3846/
bme.2015.220

Pesqueux, Y., & Damak-Ayadi, S. (2012). Stakeholder the-
ory in perspective, Corporate Governance.  
The International Journal of Business in Society, 5(2), 
5-21. doi: 10.1108/14720700510562622

Pitman, T. (2014). Reinterpreting higher education quality 
in response to policies of mass education: the Aus-
tralian experience. Quality in Higher Education, 
20(3), 348-363. doi: 10.1080/13538322.2014.957944

Ramirez, G. B., & Berger, J. B. (2014). Rankings, accredita-
tion, and the international quest for quality. Quality 
Assurance in Education, 22(1), 88-104.

Ramos, T., & Pires, S. M. (2013). Sustainability assessment: 
the role of indicators. In S. Caeiro, W. L. Filho,  
C. Jabbour, U. M. Azeiteiro (Eds.), Sustainability 
Assessment Tools in Higher Education Institutions  
(pp. 81-99). Cham, Switzerland: Springer.

Research and Higher Education Monitoring and Analysis 
Centre MOSTA. (2015). Lietuvos studijų būklės 
apžvalga [Lithuanian Research Assessment Exercise]. 
Vilnius, Lithuania: MOSTA.

Saarinen, T. (2010). What I Talk About When I Talk About 
Quality. Quality in Higher Education, 16(1), 55-57. 
doi: 10.1080/13538321003679507

Salmi, J. (2013). Global View on Tertiary Education. Wel-
come to the University of the Future. Retrieved from 
http://tertiaryeducation.org/

Stankevičienė, J., & Vaiciukevičiūtė, A. (2014) Conceptual 
strategy map implementation for higher education 
institution. The 8th international scientific conference 
Business and Management 2014: selected papers, Vil-
nius: Technika, 709-716.

Statistics Estonia. (2015). Statistical Yearbook of Estonia 
2015. Tallin, Estonia: Statistics Estonia.

Statistics Lithuania. (2015). Education 2014. Vilnius, Lithu-
ania: Statistics Lithuania.

Tarí, J. J., & Dick, G. (2016) Trends in quality management 
research in higher education institutions. Journal  
of Service Theory and Practice, 26(3), 273-296. doi: 
10.1108/JSTP-10-2014-0230



Volume 9 • Issue 3 • 2017

75

Engineering Management in Production and Services

UNESCO Institute of Statistics. (2017). Education Pages: 
international student flow. Retrieved from http://
www.uis.unesco.org/Education/Pages/international-
student-flow-viz.aspx

Watty, K. (2006). Want to Know About Quality in Higher 
Education? Ask an Academic. Quality in Higher 
Education, 12(3), 291-301. doi: 10.1080/1353832060 
1051101

Yarrow, D., Robson, A., & Owen, J. (2004). Organizational 
Excellence: Do your Stakeholders Agree? Total Qual-
ity Management & Business Excellence, 15(5/6),  
869-878. doi: 10.1080/14783360410001680305


