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1. Introduction

Zygmunt Bauman, an outstanding contemporary sociologist, in one of his studies, wrote
that: “we live in a special era of great uncertainty. (...) The old institutions are gone or are just
about to be gone. The new ones have not been created yet (...)” (Bauman, 2012).
In his publication, the author repeatedly stresses the difficult situation of the organisations
forced to operate in an uncertain, constantly changing environment. Undoubtedly, among these
organisations are universities (Leja, 2013; Malara, 2006; Rynca, 2014). For centuries,
universities have operated in a stable environment. However, the last decades of the twentieth
century and the first decade of the twenty-first century initiated a series of enormous
transformations that have been continuing uninterruptedly until today. The changes include,
among others, the way of functioning and decision-making processes. Universities, just like
other business organisations operating in a competitive market, are influenced by economic,
political, legal, socio-cultural, sociological, demographic and technological factors.
The continually evolving environment of universities and uncertainty have become an integral
part of the functioning of modern higher schools. Special attention should also be paid to
contemporary paradigms shaping management systems in universities such as the impact of
a knowledge-based economy or progressive European integration (Leja, 2013; Rynca, 2014).
For many years now, the theme of university management has invariably been the subject of
studies conducted by many scholars. The discussion on the changing role of universities is
already taking place not only on the local or national level but, more prominently, on the
international level. It is also worth noting that “it is becoming challenging to study universities
— the organisations which evolve, which multiply their goals and their structures as well as
whose processes become increasingly complex” (Leja, 2013). As observed by Z. Malara,
“contemporary organisations, including universities, are required to exploit new rules,
principles and ways of functioning” (Malara, 2006). To meet the growing demands, universities
should treat uncertainty as a driving force, making them seek the best possible solutions in the
category of paradox management. Therefore, it seems necessary to define the factors that hinder
the process of achieving the intended development goals, i.e. strategy implementation. Hence,
this study aims at presenting a set of factors influencing the process of strategy implementation
in Polish higher education schools. The pilot studies were carried out among higher schools
based in Wroctaw. 70% of public and non-public higher education institutions were analysed.
A questionnaire was chosen as the research method. On the basis of the results, the authors offer

some postulates and recommendations for action.
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2. The state of strategic management in Polish higher schools

The changes taking place in the environment of higher schools force their managers to
verify the existing management methods. As J. Sutz rightly points out, what can be seen is the
transformation of higher education institutions. The two traditional roles of developing students
and carrying out scientific research face a new challenge — creating mutual relationships with
their environment. It should also be noted that the shrinking number of students as a result of
the demographic decline, European integration as well as student and labour mobility have had
a significant impact on increasing competition on the market of educational services. Tertiary
education institutions compete not only for students who are known as their main clients but
also for staff (qualified staff) as well as for financial resources. Taking into account the fact that
the position of Polish universities on the European or international market is very weak,
appropriate measures should be taken to improve this situation. According to K. Leja, “due to
the complexity of its behaviours and expectations of its environment, the modern university
ought to be characterised by the flexibility of goals, strategies as well as organisational
structures and resources, and what follows, it should be an equifinal organisation which can
achieve its goals in different ways” (Leja, 2017). Two essential aspects need special attention.
The first one is the goal related to the functioning of higher schools while the second one is the
expectations of various stakeholder groups towards a tertiary education school as an institution.
In the light of the above, effective strategic management based on strategy planning,
formulation, implementation and control seems to be the only right way to achieve the intended
goal, which should be to maintain a competitive advantage on the market of educational
services.

Strategic management in higher education is the subject of both theoretical and empirical
studies (Leja, 2017; Rynca, 2014; Thieme, 2009; Wawak, 2012). Such high interest results,
among others, from the fact that this field of scholarship has still some lacunae to be filled in.
Despite many publications on the state of strategic management in Polish higher education
institutions as well as numerous studies and recommendations, there are still significant
discrepancies between the assumed and achieved strategic objectives. Kaplan and Norton, for
example, indicate that “the process of strategy implementation fails in the case of 50-90%
organisations” (Kaplan, Norton, 2005). The results of other studies indicate an increasing
percentage of organisations having more difficulties with strategy implementation than with
strategy formulation. J. Radomska holds that “it cannot be unambiguously predicted that only
the strategy implementation phase is the source of failure of the organisations”. A number of
studies conducted so far indicate, among others, that many of the organisation failures in the
category of effective strategy implementation lie in the strategy itself, i.e. in incorrect
development concepts. What is more, L. Alexander, based on his research, points out that the
problem of effective strategy implementation lies in its interpretation by staff. Astonishingly,
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91.3% of staff do not know the strategy implemented in the organisation and, therefore,
they are not able to take an active part in its implementation. Some authors hold that “the current
state is the crisis of the strategy” (Volberg, 2004). Following T. Wawak, who claims that
“the management strategy of higher education institutions, apart from taking into account the
conditions of the environment in which the higher education institution operates, should be
adjusted to the strategy of the functioning of higher education and the legal regulations
concerning higher education which are binding in a given country”. The studies conducted in
the area of higher education by both academic community and state institutions confirm the fact
that Polish higher education is characterised by no strategic management and no formulation of
development missions (Rynca, 2014; Wawak, 2012). The previous detailed literature review,
pilot studies and experience have strengthened our conviction that the topic of strategic
management in Polish tertiary education institutions is still relevant. However, the process itself
requires continuous improvement. In our opinion, a comprehensive classification of the factors
influencing the process of strategy implementation is one of the key tasks to be undertaken to
this end. As stated by T. Wawak, “the implementation of higher school mission and objectives
requires continuous improvement of the quality of management in the higher school since in
this way the authorities will accelerate the development of the higher education institution and

make it more competitive on the educational market”.

3. Study methodology

This study continues the previous study entitled “Factors affecting the process of strategy
implementation in higher education institution”, in which we presented the classification of
113 factors influencing the process of strategy implementation in Polish higher education
institutions. We classified the factors into three main categories: strategy, management and
staff. Each category was analysed in the context of four stages of the strategy implementation
process, i.e. planning, formulation, implementation and control (monitoring). The pilot studies
covered 70% of public and non-public higher education institutions operating in the city of
Wroctaw. The survey was conducted employing a questionnaire. The data were provided by
the respondents who were the representatives of Wroctaw higher schools. What is particularly
important, the respondents take an active part in the process of higher school strategy
implementation. Taking into account the issues covered in this study, we asked the following

research questions:
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Ql. Is there a group of factors identified as significant (key) for the process of strategy

implementation characteristic of both public and non-public higher schools?

Q2. Is there a group of factors identified as significant (key) for the process of strategy

implementation characteristic only of public higher schools?

Q3. Is there a group of factors identified as significant (key) for the process of strategy

implementation characteristic only of non-public higher schools?

The study consisted of several stages. At the first stage, the respondents were asked to assign
weights that determine the significance of a given category: strategy, management and staff.
Based on the results obtained, we decided to focus on the two most essential categories
enumerated by the respondents: strategy and management. At the second stage, the respondents
were asked to assign weights determining the significance of a given factor in the strategy
implementation process. This study allowed specifying the groups of important (key) factors
from the point of view of strategy implementation shared by both public and non-public higher
education institutions. At the third stage, we made a decision to focus on the factors

differentiating public from non-public higher schools.

4. Study results

As already mentioned, at the first stage of the survey the respondents were asked to assign
weights that determine the significance of a given category, i.e. strategy, management and staff
in the process of strategy implementation. A three-stage scale was developed. In this scale,
the value of “0” indicates an insignificant category and the value of “2” indicates a particularly
significant (key) category. All respondents defined the category strategy as particularly
significant (key). In the case of the category of management, 92% of those surveyed described
it as particularly important (key) whereas only 8% indicated “1”, i.e. this category is slightly
less important for strategy implementation. The results which we obtained are confirmed in the
literature. Several studies are dedicated to the high level of significance which the categories
strategy and management are characterised with (Radomska, 2014; Wolczek, 2016). In the case
of the category staff, only 25% of the respondents indicated that this category is particularly
important (key) while as many as 75% of them described it as insignificant for the strategy
implementation process. The results may be surprising as a number of both theoretical and
empirical studies indicate the significance of the category staff in the process of strategy
implementation (Radomska, 2012). Rampersad’s studies also point to the significance of the
category staff, which is reflected in the process of cascading the strategic scorecard to lower
levels in the organisational structure (Rampersad, 2011). According to the authors, the results
obtained for the category of staff should form the basis for further empirical studies.

Two categories will, therefore, be analysed in this study: strategy and management.
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At the second stage, the respondents were asked to assign weights determining the
significance of a given factor in the strategy implementation process. A seven-stage scale was
developed. It contains the following weights: 7 — significant (key), 6 — very large, 5 — large,
4 — no opinion/difficult to determine, 3 — small, 2 — very small, 1 — none. Table 1 presents the
classification of the factors characteristic of the category strategy defined by the respondents as
particularly significant in the process of strategy implementation. The factors were grouped
according to the stage of their occurrence in the process of strategic management, i.e. planning,
formulation, implementation and control (monitoring). For example, among the factors
assessed as the most significant for the process of strategy implementation at the stage of
formulation, the respondents indicated: strategy content, unclear or fuzzy strategy or objectives
defined in isolation from reality. It should also be noted that in the course of the survey,
80% of the respondents indicated the factor of the excessive number of strategic objectives as
being present in their organisation. The results obtained are also confirmed in many research
papers. The confirmation of the above can be found in the works authored by M. Frigo,
R. Martin, L. Hrebiniak or J. Skivington and R. Darf. Likewise, F. Okumus points out that the
content of the strategy is the element which determines the success of the strategy
implementation process. On the other hand, a defectively formulated strategy will effectively
make it impossible to carry out the correct and effective implementation process mainly due to
the inability to allocate resources effectively (Hrebiniak, 2008; Radomska, 2014). It is also
worth pointing out that the factor of the unclear strategy is described in the literature as one of
the six most essential implementation barriers (Cocks, 2010; Beer, Eisenstat, 2000; Hrebiniak,
2003). Among the factors which are particularly significant for the process of strategy
implementation at the implementation stage, the respondents indicated, among other,
the problem with explaining the strategy, no knowledge of the strategy at all levels of the
organisation or no consistent implementation of strategic objectives (cf. Hrebiniak, 2003;
Radomska, 2012a, 2014b; Woltczek 2014a, 2016b) Numerous studies carried out so far indicate
that the stage of strategy implementation brings difficulties to many organisations.
Thought-provoking information is provided, among others, by a survey conducted among
a group of 400 managers, 75% of whom believe that their organisations have clearly defined
and inspiring development visions. At the same time, 69% of them claim that the implemented
strategies are unrealistic while 49% indicate the gaps between the ability to formulate the
strategy and its implementation (Sabourin, 2012). Similar conclusions can be drawn on the basis
of another survey conducted among 1,075 respondents. The respondents indicate that the most
crucial barrier to strategy implementation in contemporary organisations is the problem of
strategy explanation and transposition into implementation activities (Lepsinger, 2006).
According to R. Lepsinger, the reason for such a situation should be sought in the combination
of the structure, management systems and leaders’ activities. As observed by J. Radomska,
“it 1s still necessary to carry out studies on those elements which significantly contribute to the

implementation problems”. Apart from the category strategy, the survey also examined the
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factors influencing the process of strategy implementation in the category management.
Table 2 presents the classification of the factors characteristic of this category identified by the
respondents as particularly significant in the process of effective strategy implementation.
Like in the case of the first classification, the factors were grouped according to the stage of
their occurrence in the process of strategic management, i.e. planning, formulation,
implementation and control (monitoring). As T. Grundy aptly points out, “managers often have
problems not only with the lack of the clarity of the strategy itself but also with the whole
process of strategic management being unclear to them”. Among the factors having a significant
impact on the process of strategy implementation at the stage of formulation, the respondents
specified, among others, no engagement of managers in the process of strategy management,
no skills in engaging staff, the inappropriate division of decision-making rights, the problem
with delegating tasks or no adequate employee incentive and remuneration system.
The confirmation of the results we obtained can be found in the studies carried out by M. Beer
and R.A. Eisenstat, L.G. Hrebiniak or G.L. Neilson, K.L. Martin and E. Powers. For example,
M. Beer and R. A. Eisenstat, based on the studies carried out in twelve organisations, listed the
so-called six silent strategy killers. Among the factors mentioned by the authors, as many as
five out of six concern the category management.

At the next stage of the studies (stage 3), we made an attempt to specify the factors or groups
of factors defined as significant (key) which differentiate the respondents from public higher
schools from those from non-public higher schools. The results of the analysis are presented in
Tables 3 and 4. Due to significant differences in the answers received, in the category strategy,
two stages of the strategic management process were compared, i.e. planning and formulation.
Similar discrepancies also exist in the category management but due to the limitations of the
volume of the article, their analysis will be published elsewhere. What was analysed were the
factors classified in the category strategy planning, i.e. the internal inconsistency of the strategy
with the vision, schedule and current objectives. The respondents representing non-public
higher education institutions described each of the factors as particularly significant (key) for
the effective process of strategy implementation. The results obtained are also confirmed by the
literature on the subject, emphasising their importance in the process of the effective
implementation of organisation strategy (M. Beer and R.A. FEisenstat, L.G. Hrebiniak
or G.L. Neilson, K.L. Martin and E. Powers, P. Wotczek, J. Radomska). In the study conducted
by the authors of the article, significant differences can be observed in the assessment made by
the respondents working in public and non-public higher schools. As many as 55% of the
respondents indicate a “small” impact of those factors on the strategy implementation process.
At the stage of strategy formulation, visible differences were observed in the analysis of factors,
i.e. strategy content, non-formalised strategy and no identification and definition of the impact

of current projects on the strategy.
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This can be accounted for by the fact that 60% of the respondents from non-public higher
schools indicated that such factors as strategy content and the non-formalised strategy have
a very large impact on the process of strategy implementation. On the other hand, 60% of them
were of the opinion that the failure to identify and define the impact of current projects on the
strategy has a significant (key) impact on the strategy implementation process. On the other
hand, in the case of public higher schools, as many as 55% of the respondents believe that the
strategy content factor (the objectives set out in the strategy) has very little influence while 55%
indicate that the formalised strategy has no influence on the process of the effective
implementation of the strategy. It seems that the results obtained after the analysis of the
answers of the respondents from non-public higher schools are slightly more optimistic than
those given by the representatives of public higher education institutions. In non-public higher
schools, we can observe greater awareness of such processes as strategic management,
the effective implementation of the strategy or activities on the competitive market of
educational services. This may probably result from the fact that such schools are more
experienced in this area as well as from the characteristics of the market on which they compete
for the most important client — the student. In view of the above, we believe that there is
evidence confirming Q1 — there is a group of factors identified as significant (key) for the
process of strategy implementation, characteristic of both public and non-public higher
education institutions. Moreover, there is evidence validating Q3, i.e. there is a group of factors
identified as significant (key) for the process of strategy implementation, characteristic only of
non-public higher schools.

The study results show that in the analysed (public and non-public) higher schools,
it is possible to specify groups of factors which, in the opinion of the respondents, are common
for both types of higher education institutions and which have a significant (key) impact on the
process of strategy implementation. The analysis of the results obtained in the course of the
study also allows specifying the factors differentiating both types of higher education
institutions. An in-depth analysis of this issue will undoubtedly be the subject of further studies.



Table 1.
Factors influencing the strategy implementation process in the category “strategy”

Planning

Formulation

Implementation

Control and
monitoring

No strategic plans

Wrong strategy formulation

Problem with strategy explanation

Inflexible strategy

No links between tactical plans and
strategy and strategic objectives

Unclear and fuzzy strategy

Inability to transpose ideas into the
ready-made actions

No links between vision and
operational activities

Strategic objectives defined in isolation
from reality

No knowledge of the strategy at all
levels of the organisation

No fundamental knowledge of the
strategy

Excessive number of objectives

Interference with the relationship
between the overall strategy and smaller
strategies of minor units

Poor or insufficient communication

2; | Conflicting priorities Excessive complexity of the strategy between the entities responsible for
i»c; strategy implementation
% Internal inconsistency of the strategy | No schedule and no definition of No consistent implementation of
with the budget “milestones” strategic objectives
Inefﬁc'ie?nt system of i'nformation N eomumer e o i Sy Failure tg report on t}}e progress in
acquisition and selection strategy implementation
Incorrect calculation of funds for
. . Unnecessary bureaucracy
strategy implementation
No additional sources of funding for
strategy implementation
The strategy is in conflict with the
existing organisational structure
Unrealistic, unclear and unfeasible
development concepts
Source: Authors’ own study based on: “Factors affecting the process of strategy implementation in higher education institution” by N. Piorkowska,

R. Rynca, 2020.




Table 2.

Factors influencing the strategy implementation process in the category of “management”

Planning Formulation Implementation Control and monitoring
Hierarchical or liberal Unclear course of the strategy Management’s lack of experience in No effective evaluation and
management style management process strategy implementation control system

Managers’ lack of knowledge
and skills in strategy
development

Manager’s lack of involvement in the
strategy formulation process

No or underdeveloped leadership skills
of managers

No strategic controlling

Management’s lack of
experience in strategy
implementation

No ability to engage staff

No coordination

Failure to appoint a
supervising controller

No ability to prioritise tasks

No adequate employee incentive and
remuneration system

No charismatic leaders among
executives

No or mismatch of key
indicators for the strategy
implementation process

No or misallocation of resources

No action consistency

Short-term thinking

Incorrect allocation of decision-making
rights

No stimulation of staff’s desired
behaviours

Management

No access to data and indicators

Incorrect allocation of tasks and
responsibilities

Overloading management with current
affairs

No capacity to manage change
and overcome resistance to
change

Problems with delegating tasks

No leaders effectively motivating staff
to implement the strategy

No stakeholder orientation

No effective communication of strategy

No coupling of strategic and

objectives operational activities
No intellectual flexibility of Unclear communication of .. e
o Prolonged decision-making time
managers responsibilities

Failure to define the supervisory
and decision-making relations
between the management board
and lower-level managers

No assignment of economic measures
and indicators to strategic objectives

Malfunctioning decision-making
mechanism

Source: Authors’ own study based on: “Factors affecting the process of strategy implementation in higher education institution” by N. Piérkowska,

R. Rynca, 2020.




Table 3.

Key factors in the process of strategy implementation in public and non-public higher schools — comparison

Table 4.

STRATEGY
Z FACTORS — STUDY RESULTS FACTORS — STUDY RESULTS
S PUBLIC HIGHER NON-PUBLIC
> SCHOOLS 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 HIGHER 5 4 3
= SCHOOLS
E Internal Internal
& - inconsistency of 45% 55% inconsistency of
E 7 strategy and vision strategy and vision
(>.; é Internal Internal
o~ . . . .

E inconsistency of 45% 55, inconsistency of

strategy and strategy and
é schedule schedule
; Internal Internal
= inconsistency of o o inconsistency of
E strategy and S0 ek strategy and

objectives objectives

Key factors in the process of strategy implementation in public and non-public higher schools — comparison

7 — significant (key), 6 — very large, 5 — large, 4 — no opinion/difficult to determine, 3 — small, 2 — very small, 1 — no

STRATEGY

. FACTORS — STUDY RESULTS FACTORS - STUDY RESULTS

) NON-PUBLIC

< PUBLIC HIGHER
el SCHOOLS 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 HIGHER 5 4 3
O A SCHOOLS
=
> % Strategy content 45% 55% Strategy content 40%

i _ : B .
g : Non-formalised 45% 550, Non-formalised 40%
%5 strategy strat.egy . '
EJ = No identification and No 1dentlﬁpat10n
= - and definition of

§ definition of the the impact of 40%

o impact of projects on mp ’

= projects on the

the strategy stratogy
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5. Summary

The literature on the topic abounds in both theoretical and empirical studies concerning
strategic management in organisations, including higher education institutions. The issue of
strategic management in higher education is so important that it remains within the scope of
interest not only for scholars but also for both state as well international organisations and
institutions (Leja, 2017; Rynca, 2014; Thieme, 2009; Wawak, 2012). Numerous studies
confirm that the process of strategic management in Polish higher schools is at a relatively low
level (Leja, 2017; Thieme 2009). Despite many studies, there is still a research gap in this field.
This claim can be supported by the fact that there are no studies verifying the factors which
have a significant impact on the process of strategy implementation in higher education
institutions and which hinder the process of strategy implementation at different stages.
However, there is evidence to believe that identifying and trying to eliminate such factors would
be one of the critical actions in the area of effective strategic management in Polish higher
education institutions. The pilot studies covering 70% of higher education schools based in
Wroctaw aimed at trying to identify the significant (key) factors influencing the strategy
implementation process. The results obtained indicate that the investigated area still has
a cognitive gap to bridge. In their further scholarly endeavours, the authors will continue their
research in the field of the identification of the factors influencing the process of strategy

implementation at different stages in different types of Polish higher education institutions.
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