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1. Introduction

ABSTRACT

Due to globalisation, massification of higher education, and neo-liberal
policies in higher education, education started to be viewed as a sort of
business, seeing stakeholders becoming vital for the development of HEls.
Stakeholders have the power to respond to, negotiate with, and modi-
fy the strategic future of the various institutions. From a power position,
political and governmental bodies, and accompanying structures such as
the Parliamentary Commission on Education and Ministry of Education,
state educational quality assurance bodies are the most important. They
define the criteria of quality and independence, while authorisation/
accreditation committees have the power to authorise/accredit or shut
down a university or educational program. They also define what kinds
of learning outcomes are expected from programs (Ministry of Education,
2010), so, whatever is written in the national standards has a huge, maybe
determining, impact on what a university does in the pursuit of officially
recognised quality.
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the economic development of the country as
a whole. In order to achieve such benefits,

1.1 Introducing the Problem

Nowadays, too frequently, representatives
of the business community voice their con-
cerns about the quality of graduates’ knowl-
edge and skills, and their lack of key generic
and subject specific competences (Turcan,
2016). Governments, too, are urging univer-
sities to work more closely with employers,
claiming it as mutually beneficial for indus-
tries and universities, and, consequently, for

t Sulkhan-Saba Orbeliani University, Georgia.

there should be a bilateral understanding of
the need of universities to satisfy employers,
while employers need to communicate to
universities what they expect from graduates
in order to employ them. This is a relatively
new approach, especially in Georgia (Minis-
try of Education, Science, Culture and Sport,
2017), and both universities and their gradu-
ates’ employers need to change their mental-
ity, as, not only are employers unhappy with
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the skills their employees have, but students
are also often left dissatisfied with both the
process and the result of the education they
obtain (Andghuladze & Bregvadze, 2014).

1.2. Stakeholders in higher education.
Who are they and what do they do?

While carrying out their duties and activi-
ties, it is obvious that universities do not work
alone. In this circumstance, a wide range of
stakeholders and various social co-workers of
universities should be looked at more closely,
so as to consider the diversity of their needs
and expectations. (Labanauskis & Ginevicius,
2017) See Figure 1.

Due to globalisation,
higher education, and neo-liberal policies
in higher education, education started to
be viewed as a sort of business, and we see
many business-related terms now being ap-
plied to it (Akyildiz, 2010). “Stakeholders” is
one such term. According to Eden and Ack-
ermann (1998), “stakeholders are the most

massification of

important group of individuals, small groups,
or people in general, with the significant abil-
ity to answer, negotiate with, and modify the
strategic future of an organisation” (p.117).
Bryson (2004) calls them a “winning coali-
tion”. However, they may come with threats
as well, especially if they exceed their power
mandate, and/or if their competence is low
(Gomes &Liddle, 2009).

In order to achieve the goals HEIs have in
their missions and visions, effective coordina-
tion is vital between the parties. See Figure
2 below.

We should pay attention to the difference
between stakeholders in business and those
in education, as well as their coordination.
In business, their focus tends to be on finan-
cial issues and only after that do they look
at other things, such as ecology, humanism,
etc. In education, the emphasis is (or, at least,
should be) on people: their employability and
quality of life.

While defining who the stakeholders in
higher education are, various approaches
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Fig. 1. HEIs’ various stakeholders and
social partners

Source: Treating Constituents as Customers
(Treating Constituents as Customers, n.d.).
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have been offered by stakeholders, such as
non-profit organisations, who do everything
without benefit, voluntarily (Clarkson, 1995),
and with a lower level of power and degree
of benefit (Johnson and Scholes 2002), and
involvement (Reed, 2008).

From a power position, political and gov-
ernmental bodies, and accompanying struc-
tures such as the Parliamentary Commission
on Education and Ministry of Education, state
educational quality assurance bodies are the
most important. They define the criteria of
quality and have the power to authorise/ac-
credit or shut down a university or educational
programme. They define what kinds of learn-
ing outcomes are expected of programmes
(Ministry of Education, Science, Culture and
Sport, 2010), and so, whatever is written in
the national standards has a huge, maybe de-
termining, impact on what a university does
in the pursuit of officially recognised quality.

Freeman (1984) mentioned stakeholders
as a source of vitality, able to affect or im-
pact the way an organisation’s objectives are
achieved through its involvement with the or-
ganisations, group or individuals. The stake-
holder theory developed by Freeman and his

|

Fig. 2. Coordination/
stakeholders’ partnership
Source: Stakeholders’ and Partnerships’
Role in Open Education Action Lab /
Education as a Strategy.

colleagues (Freeman et al., 2010) is essential
to the contemporary understanding of higher
education stakeholders.

In Figure 3, we see examples of the key
stakeholders in higher education: students,
alumni, university administrative and academic
staff, employers, regulatory bodies, policy mak-
ers, and local and professional communities.

Of course, students are the number one
stakeholders, and thusitisimportant that they
are satisfied with the quality of the teaching
(and other services) that the university they
study at provides, otherwise, they will trans-
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Fig. 3. The most important interested
bodies in HEIs
Source: Koester, et.al., 2006.
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fer to another university or drop out. Students
who are happy with their universities learn
better and are generally more involved in the
educational process (Gibbs, 2017; Guild HE,
2018). Sears & Hall (2000) view students as
key stakeholders in the educational process.
Students assess lecturers, courses, and the
programme. Where lecturers and courses are
assessed by all students every semester, pro-
grammes are usually assessed by senior stu-
dents, as programme assessment requires a
wide and deep awareness of the programme
and future career opportunities.

Graduates are no less important, as their
degree of satisfaction defines what they will
say (including online) to their friends and
relatives about the university, and this word-
of-mouth aspect is very important (Briggs,
2006; Sweeney, Soutar & Mazzarol, 2008). In
countries like Georgia, it is valued even more
highly than official advertising. Graduate sat-
isfaction is also defined by what employers
think of them, and, correspondingly, whether

those employers are willing to employ oth-
er graduates of the same university / pro-
gramme in future (Morley & Aynsley, 2007).

The academic staff of a higher education
institution is vital as a stakeholder, as it is they
who deliver the courses and assess the stu-
dents. Where, in the past, a teacher-centered
approach dominated, and it was the profes-
sor who selected and was responsible for
the content, educational materials, teaching
and assessment methods (and was probably
somehow controlled by the university admin-
istration), nowadays, lecturers, while making
up the syllabi and delivering the course, have
to consider students’, graduates’ and poten-
tial employers’ needs and assessments (Bow-
en & Shapiro, 1998).

The administrative staff has to organise
the educational process so as to support both
students and academic staff (hold trainings,
monitor the process, deal with paperwork,
etc.). Their task is to regulate the smooth
functioning of the university and the pro-
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Fig. 4. Student satisfaction and what HEIs should do to achieve it
Source: Udara S.P.R. Arachchige, 2020.
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grams, as well as to create an enthusiastic
and student-centered teaching and learning
environment (Shanahan & Gerber, 2004).

1.3. Employer satisfaction

The satisfaction of employers is import-
ant, as only graduates who are (successfully)
employed work as a “living advertisement”
of the university / program. Beautiful book-
lets that contradict reality will be of no help
to a university that is not providing employ-
able graduates. Ideally, dealing with quality
education and employee competence should
involve the consultation of employers on the
content of curricula, as well as feedback on
graduate competences on a longitudinal ba-
sis. Similarly, given the appropriate resources,
universities could survey their alumni periodi-
cally in order to ensure the ongoing relevance
and effectiveness of the learning, teaching and
assessments that they offer. Intended learn-
ing outcomes, assessment, and assessment
criteria that contribute to the overall degree,
need to be discussed by the students, gradu-
ates and employers in order to help graduates
get employed and for their employers to be
satisfied with their work (Turcan, 2016). This
sense of mutual responsibility is vital, and it
is important to include all educational players
in the process of policy making, allowing all
the different stakeholders to take on an active
role. (Pelaez&Usma, 2017). As we can see,
all stakeholders, no matter what status they
hold, are vital for HEls and their well-being.

1.4 Stakeholders and their connections
with HEls

We usually categorise stakeholders in the
business world as “primary” and “secondary”
sources. Those stakeholders who affect or-
ganisations’ well-being are “primary”. Their
main role is to identify and eliminate possi-
ble problems HEls might have. Meanwhile,

30

“secondary” stakeholders have no direct in-
fluence or high impact on possible outcomes
(Stankeviciené & Vaiciukeviciate, 2014).

Stakeholders approach universities from
different angles. For higher education to be
successful, all stakeholders must be engaged,
but not all stakeholders can necessarily be
persuaded of the benefits of doing so. Small
enterprises may be particularly unenthusias-
tic, but their support in providing work place-
ments for incoming students may be vital in
securing reciprocal arrangements for outgo-
ing students with partners in other countries.

According to Labanauskis and Ginevicius,
universities are consolidated institutions sur-
rounded by a large number of stakeholders,
and we can thus see huge importance in their
internal links and suppositions. HEIs have the
challenge to create steps to boost their val-
ues in order to build up partnership among
the interested bodies. Unfortunately, this ef-
fort is often foiled by the different and often
contradictory expectations of the partners
(Labanauskis R, 2017). A scientific map was
created by John Borwick in 2013, and later
elaborated by Labanauskis and Ginevicius,
and it demonstrates to us that the same is
true in Georgian HEls (Labanauskis R, 2017,
p. 68). See Figure 5 below.

Of course, it is impossible for every stake-
holder in a higher education institution to
have the same needs and expectations. This
figure indicates and explains all the interac-
tions and prospects of HEls. It is vital to note
that the value for universities is not generated
by separately functioning stakeholders, but
by the joint activities of HEIs and stakeholders
in order to satisfy all the parties. Fig. 4 shows
the HEIs and their external connections, how-
ever, the reflected stakeholder chain does not
show the level of influence of each player or
their position within the HEIs (Labanauskis R,
2017, p. 69).
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Fig. 5. Connections between stakeholder groups in universities
Source: Borwick 2013; Labanauskis and Ginevicius 2017.

Many other factors are vital for HEls,
among them, programme planning, design-
ing, and development form a participatory
process, and all stakeholders (staff, students,
alumni, employers, professional associations)
are involved in order to ensure the develop-
ment of high quality, market-oriented, and
modern educational While
making decisions on the planning, designing,

programmes.

implementation, development or annulment
of an educational programme, an education
institution considers the requirements of
the labor market, feedback from alumni and
employers, results of students and alum-
ni satisfaction surveys, students’ academic
performance monitoring results (according
to programme learning outcomes), consulta-
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tions with professional associations, and best
local and international practices.

We must first classify stakeholders of uni-
versities as “internal”
ing the various factors, such as the presence

or use of different models and charlatanistic

or “external”, consider-

which could influence HEI development.

As we see, many factors (direct impact,
partial impact, indirect impact or lack of im-
pact) play a great role in stakeholder satisfac-
tion and the well-being of HEls. See Figure 6
below.

Direct impact stakeholders, such as stu-
dents, alumni, and the university’s admin-
istrative and academic staff, can not only
be affected by employers, but are also di-
rectly impacted by the content, teaching
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and assessment methods, and learning en-
vironment.

Janmaat, McCowan & Rao (2016) ana-
lyzed several studies (Chan, Siu-Keung-Ngai
& Choi, 2016; Collet & Bang, 2014; Cosunen
& Karrasco, 2016; Floyd & Fuller, 2016; Ham-
mad, 2016) from all over the world (Finland,
Chile, Hong Kong, Canada, Kenya, Jamaica,
South and North Korea, the USA, Jordan,
Egypt) that dealt with the motives / inter-
ests of different groups of stakeholders in the
learning outcomes of a programme. “Selling
the product” (having knowledgeable gradu-
ates who are easily and well employed and
who eventually serve as the best possible ad-
vertisement for the educational institution) is
the major motive for universities. However,
female school principals in Hong Kong also
expressed a motherly type of interest in the
future of their graduates (Chan et al., 2016).
Attracting international students and staff is
another, sometimes more powerful, motive
for them. On the other hand, for parents and
students, the major concern deals with hap-

staff

Partner
Institutions.

Colleges

Local Schools &

Less direct/
partial impact

Other Direct
National

piness and social adjustment. Parents express
both hope and fears when trying to choose
the best educational institution for their chil-
dren (Cosunen & Karrasco, 2016). Migrant
(refugee) students and their parents care
about the security of the institution, as well
as about the risk of loss of personal or ethnic
identity (Collet & Bang, 2014).

Although the modern world is now very
much business-minded, and there is a whole
direction in education science which studies
entrepreneurial universities as a successful
model, educationalists’ major concern should
deal with the students. Ethnic minorities care
about preserving their identity while studying
with students representing the dominant na-
tion (Floyd & Fuller, 2016). Teachers, while be-
ing retrained on the “international standards”,
also care about preserving their national cul-
ture, and worry the trainings organised for
them might present linguistic or cultural chal-
lenges (Hammad, 2016). Thus, while analyz-
ing the contribution of various stakeholders to
the assessment and quality of LOs, research-
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Fig. 6. Direct impact, partial impact, indirect impact or lack of impact of stakeholders on HEls
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ers and program authors / university quality
services need to take into consideration their
motives for taking part in this process.

It is a well-known fact that the most pow-
erful external groups of stakeholders are
employers. Their ability and motivation to
impact HEI studies and R&D activities is very
limited. Nobody doubts HElI managers and
their importance in decision making, though.
As the most powerful internal group of in-
terested stakeholders, they have the right to
make decisions referring to the performance
and activities of higher education institutions;
however, external opinion is vital so as not to
miss relevant issues.

Another vitally important group of in-
terested people is the professors, who also
share their opinions on all ongoing processes
taking place in their universities. They help
the universities to implement the policies in
studies and activities, such as R&D. Their ex-
perience, and information based on it, is ex-
tremely valuable.

Students, who are considered the most
valuable stakeholders, due to their limited
experience and understanding of what higher
education institutions do, are not often great
contributors to the process of integration of
the university quality management system.
Awareness must thus be raised among stu-
dents of the importance of said system.

For a university’s well-functioning activ-
ities, alumni are seen as the most valuable
source of information. The alumni are not only
aware of ongoing processes within society, but
can also be good advocates for the universi-
ties among youngsters. We see the consistent
and ongoing efforts of organisational develop-
ment universities. Progress in the conditions
of HEls is determined by both social and eco-
nomic changes. Universities need to be clear
about what they should expect, and must be
able to expand their attractiveness to stay in

33

the higher education market. Higher educa-
tion stakeholders are grouped and analyzed,
in various ways, by their connections with
HEls, and by their needs and expectations. We
see that different groups of stakeholders have
different needs, and, thus, their objectives
vary (Labanauskis R, 2017, pp. 72-73).

Conclusion

Organisational well-being is dependent
on the long-term efforts of the higher edu-
cational institutions. The transformation of
HEls is determined by changes in social and
economic thinking. Taking into consideration
the situation in Georgia, universities have to
be clear about what they except to get, and
must do their best to enhance their privileg-
es, to be attractive, and to remain in the mar-
ket, especially considering higher education
is a highly competitive area. We have char-
acterised university stakeholders in detailed
ways, according to their linkages with the
higher education institutions, their needs,
and their expectations. Different groups of
interested parties, of course, have different
goals and ambitions. Accordingly, universities
must adjust, harmonise, and form priorities
when seeking to impose the demands of the
various stakeholders. Stakeholder involve-
ment in higher education institution activities
is a powerful determinant in finding the best
way to improve and develop that institution.
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