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ABSTRACT 

In the context of the ongoing changes in the management systems of higher education, the issue 

of higher education institutions’ (HEIs) relationships with external stakeholders are of key importance. 

The article discusses the issue of external stakeholders of polish HEIs. The aim of it is to answer 

following questions: Who is perceived by HEIs as their external stakeholders? What expectations 

external stakeholders formulate towards HEIs? In order to do so, a questionnaire was conducted 

among HEIs’ heads in Poland, and the Polish and foreign literature on the subject was analysed. The 

results of survey show that many entities are in the network of Polish HEIs external stakeholders, 

however key categories of stakeholders are: employers, economy representatives, regional authorities, 

and labor market institutions.  
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1.  INTRODUCTION                   

 

In the context of the ongoing changes in the management systems of higher education, 

the issue of higher education institutions’ (HEIs) relationships with external stakeholders are 

http://www.worldscientificnews.com/


World Scientific News 48 (2016) 10-16 

 

 

-11- 

of key importance. The growth of influence of external stakeholders occurs because of the 

legislator's intention for the financing system to enable HEIs to win assets from external 

environment, challenges for the education process which are connected with the knowledge-

based economy as well as the politics of HEIs which see a possibility of increasing 

competitiveness on the HE market in cooperation with the environment, especially in the 

regional dimension. 

Useful points of reference for describing and analysing relationships between an 

organization and its environment are provided by stakeholder theory, to the elements of which 

the Author refers to  in this paper. R. Edward Freeman is considered to be the first to present 

this theory in management. His Strategic Management: A Stakeholder Approach of 1984 was 

a milestone in developing the stakeholders’ approach [1]. The fundamental assumptions of 

this theory can be identified in the following way [2,5]: 

- an organization establishes relationships with various groups, called its stakeholders; 

stakeholders affect the activity of an organization and are in turn affected by its activity; 

- the theory analyses these relationships from the perspective of benefits they bring both 

to an organization and its stakeholders; 

- each stakeholder seeks intrinsic value, their efforts take the form of expectations 

(claims).  

This paper consists of 4 parts, which are preceded by introduction and followed by 

conclusion.The aim of it is to answer following questions: Who is perceived by HEIs as their 

external stakeholders? What expectations external stakeholders formulate towards HEIs?  In 

order to do so, a questionnaire was conducted among HEIs’ heads in Poland, and the Polish 

and foreign literature on the subject was analysed.  

 

 

2.  EVOLUTION OF THE STAKEHOLDER’S CONCEPT  IN THE DEVELOPMENT 

     OF STAKEHOLDER THEORY  
  

It is often not easy to define who is a stakeholder and what their interests are, and these 

considerations are widely discussed in the literature [3,5]. One of the first definitions 

suggested by R.E. Freeman and D. Reed in 1983 sees stakeholders as categories of people and 

groups capable of affecting the achievement of goals by a firm or being affected by a firm. 

This definition, repeated by Freeman one year later, in Strategic Management: A Stakeholder 

Approach was accepted as a global definition standard [1]. As can be seen, a stakeholder was 

then defined as someone who ‘has a stake’, who is interested to be involved in management 

processes of an organization. In the later publications of Freeman et al., this definition was 

evolving as a result of extending the scope of inter-relation between stakeholders and 

organizations as well as the outcome of their cooperation. As a result, the first definitions are 

often referred to as the narrow approach. Three years after Strategic Management: A 

Stakeholder Approach was published, R.E. Freeman and D.R. Gilbert suggested that 

stakeholders be perceived as the ones who are able to affect an organization or as the ones 

affected by it [4]. As a consequence, the original scope of stakeholders’ influence on the goals 

of an organization was extended onto an organization, all its resources and regulation 

mechanisms. In further work, R.E. Freeman and W.M. Evan define stakeholders as those who 

have a stake in a firm or a claim towards a firm, those who benefit or incur losses and those 
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whose rights are respected or violated by a firm [5]. In this definition, we can see a 

considerable extension of establishing relationships and assumed outcomes resulting from 

being a stakeholder. One year later, R.E. Freeman defines a stakeholder as taking part in the 

process of creating value [1,4-6], which, in the Author’s opinion, fully reflects the present-day 

view on the essence of relationships between an organization and its stakeholders. 

 

 

3.  EXTERNAL STAKEHOLDERS OF POLISH HEIS 

 

Drawing on the presented above definitions and taking into account Polish HEIs 

characteristics in this paper assumes that external stakeholders of a HEI are people or groups 

from its environment who can intentionally or unintentionally affect the way HEIs’ missions 

and strategies are realized, and who can be affected by actions of a HEI. 

 

 
 Source: the Author’s  

 

Diagram 1. External HEI’ stakeholders in Poland.  
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The circle of HEIs’ stakeholders is much wider than is in the case of other organizations 

[1,7,8]. It seems impossible to provide a complete and finite ‘catalogue’ of HEI stakeholders. 

This is due to multiple roles performed by HEIs in the social and economic development of a 

region and a country, and to the importance of context in these relationships. While discussing 

a list of HEIs’ stakeholders, various authors identify various entities as stakeholders, which 

results from multiplicity and heterogeneity of these relationships. This also calls for a wide 

definition of a HEI stakeholder. The need for such a wide perspective has also been 

recognized by the empirical study presented in this paper. 

Drawing on the accepted definition of an external HEI stakeholder and on the 

comprehensive analysis of regulations and conditions related to Polish HEIs, this study 

concerns the categories of external HEI stakeholders presented in Diagram 1. It must be noted 

that these categories are not separate, and the same entities may play a double role.  

 

 

4.  METHODOLOGY AND ORGANIZATION OF RESEARCH  

 

The study
1
 was conducted in the form of an individual questionnaire sent to those in 

charge of HEIs. All the HEIs supervised by the Minister of Science and Higher Education 

were included in the study, based on the list of active state and private HEIs (N: 377). The 

study was conducted from January to February 2015, and the final questionnaire return 

reached 100 replies, which makes this study not complete, despite its original intention. 

However, taking into account that 50% of state academic HEIs, 50% of state vocational HEIs, 

and almost 20% of private HEIs responded to the questionnaire, we may assume that this 

makes a good representation of the set to analyse. There is no way, post factum, to assess the 

randomness of the sample. Similarly, due to the fact that the subject is researched to a very 

little extent, it is hardly possible to directly relate our results to studies by other authors. 

 

 

5.  FINDINGS  

 

HEIs heads were asked to estimate which parties listed in Diagram 1 are perceived as 

external stakeholders of their schools. Table 1 presents the breakdown of the responses. 

 
Table 1. External stakeholders of  Polish HEIs, as recognised by HEI heads by types of HEIs  

(N: 99)*.  

 

External stakeholders 

categories 

Percentage 

of total 

indications 

(%) 

Public academic 

HEIs (%) 

n = 31 

State higher 

vocational 

schools (%) 

n = 18 

Private HEIs 
(%) 

n = 51 

Employers (K) 81.8 87.1 88.2 76.5 

Economy 

representatives (M) 
72.7 77.4 82.4 77.4 

                                                 
1The study’s scope was wider than the issues discussed in this paper. 
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Regional self-

government authorities 

(F) 

67.7 71.0 70.6 64.7 

Labor market 

institutions (L) 
66.7 61.3 70.6 68.6 

Minister of Science and 

Higher (B) 
61.6 71.0 47.1 60.8 

Polish Accreditation 

Committee (A) 
59.6 71.0 47.1 56.9 

Local community (W) 59.6 58.1 70.6 56.9 

Regional state 

administration 

authorities (E) 

58.6 67.7 70.6 49.0 

Students (H) 55.6 54.8 47.1 58.8 

Graduates (J) 54.5 51.6 35.3 62.7 

Prospective students (G) 52.5 61.3 41.2 51.0 

Media and opinion-

forming institutions (U) 
52.5 67.7 52.9 43.1 

High schools (T) 48.5 48.4 70.6 41.2 

R&D institutions (R) 47.5 61.3 47.1 39.2 

Scientific and technical 

societies, creative 

societies (P) 

45.5 48.4 64.7 37.3 

Society (D) 42.4 51.6 29.4 41.2 

Professional self-

government (N) 
42.4 48.4 64.7 31.4 

Life learning institutions 

(S) 
35.4 32.2 47.1 33.3 

Institutions of 

independent 

accreditation (C) 

33.3 35.5 23.5 35.3 

Other HEIs (O) 33.3 38.7 35.3 29.4 

Students’ parents (I) 19.2 25.8 23.5 13.7 

Others (Z) 6.1 3.2 0.0 9.8 

Source: the Author’s analysis, on the basis of the study results  

 

* Stakeholders are arranged according to the percentage of total indications. 
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Taking into account the proportion of the indications, we can identify four key 

categories of stakeholders: employers, economy representatives, regional authorities, and 

labor market institutions. Among the items, apart from the categories of the stakeholders 

presented in Diagram 1, the respondents could identify other subjects they perceived as HEIs’ 

stakeholders. As few as six respondents did so: those in private HEIs pointed at 

representatives of uniformed services such the police, army, fire fighters (especially local 

ones), European Union institutions (the respondent did not specify which institutions were 

meant).  In the group of state HEIs, the following responses featured: networks, and regional 

and  national associations. 

It seems worthwhile supplementing the identification of subjects perceived by HEIs as 

external stakeholders with the characteristics of expectations (claims) formulated by 

stakeholders towards HEIs. Table 2 presents expectations of key (according to presented 

results) external stakeholders. 

 
Table 2. Expectations of HEI key external stakeholders. 

 

Stakeholders Primary (direct)  and secondary (indirect) expectations 

Employers 

Access to potential employees of desired competence, conducting 

application research directed at business needs, possibility of 

enhancing competence of the existing staff, through lifelong 

learning, common ventures (projects, applying for external funding). 

Economy representatives 

Access to potential employees of desired competence, conducting 

application research directed at economic problems, common 

ventures (clusters, projects, applying for external funding). 

Regional authorities 

Responding to the needs of regional labor market, participating in 

solving regional/local problems, increasing  modernization potential 

of regional/local communities, increase in social capital, shaping 

social structure conducting research directed at the needs of regional 

economy/regional needs, spatial enhancement of some places in the 

region, influencing HEIs’ missions and strategies through 

institutional means (convents, councils). 

Labor market institutions 

Responding to the needs of  labor market, cooperation in lifelong 

learning,  influencing the scope of a HEI’s educational offer through 

institutional means (convents, councils), common ventures (projects, 

applying for external financing). 

Source: the Author’s  

 

 

6.  CONCLUSIONS  

 

The results presented above show how many entities are in the network of Polish HEIs 

external stakeholders. It is worth noting that some stakeholders are heterogenic groups, e.g. 

society and local community, of non-separate character and overlapping roles, which may 

make their identification and analysis more difficult. Nevertheless, key categories of 

stakeholders are: employers, economy representatives, regional authorities, and labor market 

institutions. Their expectations towards HEIs can be articulated directly, resulting from 
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primary relationships (often formal, contractual, relating to current cooperation); they can also 

be of the secondary character (indirect, relating to potential relationships conditional upon 

fulfilling primary relationships). 

To sum up - effective management of relationships with the environment requires not 

only identifying key stakeholders, but also diagnosing their expectations and taking them into 

account in the process of performing the academic mission of education and research.  
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