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Abstract 

This study investigated dynamic capabilities (DCs) within one University in 

Australia. The Australian tertiary education sector has recently been facing 

significant transformational change, yet there had been few empirical studies that 

have investigated DCs in this context.  The present research attempts to fill this 

important research gap by studying how a University might identify, develop and 

apply DCs in order to better adapt to rapidly changing environments. The literature 

review focuses on the historical development of DCs theory and its applications. In 

this regard, numerous doctoral theses were analysed in order to investigate the data 

collection methods and empirical studies previously used within a variety of different 

organisations and contexts. 

 A single ‘rich’ case study approach was chosen, and a qualitative research 

methodology was used. By focusing on one organisation, this study followed the 

argument that DCs are organisation-specific. The two-phase data collection strategy 

involved gathering secondary and primary data.  The secondary data included over 

350 publically and internally available documents about the University, while the 

primary data was collected by the researcher acting as a participant-observer at 

workshops and other strategy events, undertaking 15 one-on-one interviews with 

members of the University Senior Executive, as well as other senior managers from 

across the University, and conducting five focus groups with academics and 

administration staff in different roles and of different levels. This approach enabled 

the collection of a diverse range of data and the triangulation of the research findings. 
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This study developed a novel Cogwheel Model of DCs (CMDC) that interlinks a 

number of elements (cogwheels) identified as important within the DCs approach. 

Using the metaphor of a cogwheel importantly illustrated the ‘dynamic’ nature of the 

DCs process, which has rarely been captured in previous DCs models. The study 

identified and discussed a number of important managerial lessons about DCs and 

outlined a three-day Executive Strategy Workshop and One Page Strategic Plan 

approach to help the managers better identify, develop and apply DCs within a 

Strategic Planning Framework. Given its generic nature, it is hoped the CMDCs has 

wider applicability within private, public and not-for-profit sectors organisations 

trying to strategically position themselves for the future. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

This research lies in the strategic management domain but, more specifically, it is 

about dynamic capabilities (DCs) within a University context.  In short, the research 

investigated how a university can build a sustainable competitive advantage (SCA) 

through identifying, developing and retaining their DCs. Importantly, the research 

contributed to the existing body of knowledge by developing a framework for 

universities that builds on Teece’s (2007; 2009) sensing, seizing and reconfiguring 

DC framework.  

Teece, Pisano and Shuen (1997, p. 16) defined DCs as an organisation’s “ability to 

integrate, build and reconfigure internal and external competences to address rapidly 

changing environments.”  This strongly links to Grant’s (1991, p. 114) definition of 

strategy as: “the match an organisation makes between its internal resources and 

skill… and the opportunities and risks created by its external environment.” From 

this perspective, DCs can be used to support an organisation’s (university in this 

case) strategic renewal, adaptation and growth.   Indeed, Teece (2017) has suggested 

strategy and capabilities are symbiotic.  

This research was designed to provide a better understanding about how universities 

can strategically position themselves and build their SCA.   The approach followed 

Barney’s (1991, p. 2012) suggestion that “SCA occurs when current and potential 

competitors are unable to duplicate the value-creating strategy adopted by the firm 

and the benefits of such a strategy.”  

This Chapter first presents an argument for the need to study DCs in a tertiary 

education sector context.  It then describes the background of the University that was 
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the case study in this research and provides a broader discussion of Australia’s 

education sector and global education sector.  The Chapter then discusses the overall 

research aims and the significance of the study in terms of its practical and 

theoretical implications before concluding with a short overview of the remaining 

chapters.  

1.1 THE IMPORTANCE OF THE TOPIC 

Kerr (1982) famously said that approximately 85 institutions established five 

hundred years ago in the Western world still exists in recognisable forms. Among 

these were the Catholic Church, the Parliaments of the Isle of Man, Iceland and 

Great Britain, several Swiss cantons and 70 universities. These universities were still 

in the same locations performing similar activities. Nevertheless, rapid technological, 

legislative and demographic changes impact on all types of organisations in the for-

profit, non-for-profit and public sectors and academia is not immune from this. The 

university sector locally, nationally and globally is facing transformational change on 

an unprecedented scale. Navarro and Gallardo (2003, p. 11) suggested environmental 

changes that confront universities worldwide have led to a “need to implement a 

process of change that requires continuous improvement and creation of dynamic 

capabilities”. Therefore, this research considered the university sector; focusing on 

one Australian university and studying its history and the strategies it has recently 

adopted. It followed Teece et al.’s (1997) suggestion that DCs are organisation 

specific and should be examined at this level. 

Universities are important for a nation’s future. They are typically big, complex 

organisations; however, given their unique social roles, they should not be run in the 

same way as a business (Holbrook 2018; Reid 1996; Teece 2017). Ring and Perry 
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(1985) proposed that some aspects of strategic management in the public sector, such 

as different context, constraints and behavioural consequences are likely to differ 

from the private sector.  Dealing with these unique needs may require managerial 

behaviour different from that usually prescribed for private sector managers. 

Similarly, Teece (2017) argued that managing a university was more demanding than 

managing a private organisation due to complexity of its stakeholders, but also 

additional social and political functions to perform.  The constraints associated with 

these unique characteristics of academia appear to be better managed by incremental 

processes, emergent strategies, adaptability and openness to exogenous influences 

(Ring & Perry 1985), which suggest DC framework as a good fit for the strategy 

formulation.  

Mintzberg, Ahlstrand and Lampel (1998) suggested that an organisation’s strategy 

development follows a multi-faceted process which combines a rational,  deliberate 

process with more learning or emergent process. The “ten schools of thought” 

identified by the authors presented different views of strategy formulation process 

ranging from analytical, through visionary to transformational. They also pointed out 

that the inseparability of organisations and environment is a basic premise of 

strategizing, as organizations use strategy to deal with changing environments.  

At the limit, strategy formation is not just about values and vision, competences and 

capabilities, but also about the military and the Moonies, crisis and commitment, 

organizational learning and punctuated equilibrium , industrial organization and social 

revolution” (Mintzberg, Ahlstrand & Lampel 1998, p. p.8). 

The importance of the DCs approach in strategic management is widely 

acknowledged, but as many have noted, there is a need to explore its applications in 
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contexts beyond those in which it has conventionally been applied.  There have been 

few applications of DCs in the public sector (Pablo et al. 2007; Piening 2011), as 

such studies have focused on the private sector and on typically ‘dynamic’ industries, 

such as biotechnology and information technology (Easterby-Smith, Lyles & Peteraf 

2009). This seems a problematic gap in the literature, given public sector 

organisations play crucial social and economic roles and are subject to the same 

change-making forces as the private sector (Bradley & Parker 2001; Drucker & 

Maciariello 2008). A key contribution of this research is to apply the DCs framework 

within a public university, providing insights into:  

• The DCs approach itself. 

• Change management within the public sector generally. 

• Change management within the unique environment of universities. 

The environments within which universities operate present opportunities and 

challenges for effective and efficient management.  However, Cyert (1983) noted 

that few frameworks have addressed strategy development and organisational change 

in the higher education sector. Leaders in the higher education sector not only need 

to understand how change impacts on their organisation’s business and operating 

structures but also need to adapt their organisations through a transformation to a 

more sustainable business model. In order to remain competitive, all organisations 

must find innovative ways to conduct business (Brown & Eisenhardt 1997) and DCs 

are an important concept for enabling this search within the tertiary education sector.  
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1.2 A BACKGROUND TO THE UNIVERSITY 

This thesis focused on The University of Western Australia’s (hereafter: the 

University) history and current performance. The University, at the time of this 

study, was faced with significant environmental turbulence, which gave rise to a 

need to identify, develop and reconfigure its DCs. The University, a public higher 

education organisation within the State of Western Australia, was established in 1911 

as the State’s first university and the first free university in the British Empire. The 

University was founded mostly by a generous donation from the owner and editor of 

the local newspaper who bequeathed more than £425,000 (Gregory & Chetkovich 

2013), the equivalent of more than $32m today (2019). The University was not only 

free but was also established to provide practical tertiary education to develop the 

State’s pioneering economy, which, at that time, was reliant on agricultural, pastoral 

and mining industries. More than 100 years later, it is ‘home’ to four faculties, over 

24,000 students and 3,500 staff. 

Despite being ranked globally within the top 100 universities, its overall student 

satisfaction index ratings fell year-on-year from 2012 to 2017 (as discussed further in  

Chapter 4:). This has sent mixed messages to its many stakeholders and particularly 

to the students themselves. 

This University was chosen for several reasons. Firstly, a new era began in 2012 with 

the departure of a long-time Vice-Chancellor (VC), the introduction of a radical new 

course structure and major changes in Executive portfolios, which led to widespread 

changes within the organisation. Since then, the University has undergone a series of 

structural and operational changes. Secondly, this context of change allowed an 

examination of the relationship between DCs and SCA in a turbulent environment. 
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The strong link between DCs and rapidly changing environments has been 

highlighted by many researchers (Teece et al. 1997; Wilden et al. 2013; Zahra 1993). 

The University was trying to transform and it might be that the development of DCs 

could help it achieve its aims. Thirdly, the University is an internationally acclaimed 

high-performing research university that was ranked 91st in the 2017 Shanghai Jiao 

Tong (Academic Ranking of World Universities  2017) and has an influential position 

in the local economy. Finally, the researcher was previously an employee at the 

University and, therefore, had access to a wide range of data, as well as to key 

decision-makers, which allowed for a participant observation approach to be used in 

the early data collection stages.   

1.3 THE AUSTRALIAN EDUCATION SECTOR 

As this study focused on an Australian university, a broader (environmental) 

discussion about this important sector is warranted. In 2017, there were 43 Australian 

universities (including private universities) and 91 other approved higher education 

institutions (Department of Education and Trainig 2019). Education was Australia’s 

third largest goods and services export, with a total value of $32,434b (DFAT 2018). 

The sector is likely to become even more important in the future if commodity prices 

continue to fall. 

Australian universities generate their primary revenue from teaching and research. 

Additional revenue is obtained from the sale of services (e.g. student residences as 

well as investments and donations). Teaching revenue is derived from five sources:  

1. Commonwealth supported places (CSP), through which the Australian 

Government subsidies the fees of enrolled student in undergraduate courses 

and in some masters courses. 
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2. The HECS (Higher Education Contribution Scheme) and HELP (Higher 

Education Loan Program), through which the Australian Government 

provides low interest loans to Australian citizens and holders of a 

permanent humanitarian visas 

3. Full-fee domestic students. 

4. Full-fee international students. 

5. Government research scholarships, especially for Australian doctoral 

students. 

Research revenue is typically obtained from Government grants and competitively 

won grants and contracts. 

1.3.1 Contributions to national economy 

IBISWorld (2018) reported the Australian university sector profit in 2018 was 

$1.6bn and forecast revenue growth at an annualised 3.5% over the five years 

through 2023-2024, which was expected to reach $39.0b at that time (see Figure 1.1). 

Changes to student visa requirements and a depreciating Australian dollar have also 

strongly increased international enrolments. The number of domestic enrolments in 

undergraduate and postgraduate courses has significantly grown since 2012, boosted 

by a Federal Government’s decision to remove enrolment caps for universities and 

by an increasingly competitive domestic job market. Growth in international and 

local student enrolments has also supported industry expansion over the period 

(IBISWorld 2018). 
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Figure 1.1 Australian university sector at a glance at 2018 

 
A coalition of prominent Australian research-led Universities (The Group of Eight or 

Go8, which includes The University of Adelaide, The Australian National 

University, The University of Melbourne, Monash University, The University of 

New South Wales, The University of Queensland, The University of Sydney and The 

University of Western Australia), has committed to maintaining the best research, 

outstanding teaching and strong links with business and the public sector. The total 

contribution of the Go8 to the Australian economy in 2016 was estimated to be 

approximately $66 billion. To put this in context, Australia’s offshore oil and gas 

industry is worth around $25 billion annually (London Economics 2018). In terms of 

the impact Go8 universities have on education exports, the aggregate economic 

impact across all overseas students commencing their studies at Go8 universities in 

the 2016 academic year was estimated at around $18 billion (London Economics 

2018). 

Australia has a relatively large expenditure on education and a relatively high share 

of expenditure comes from private sources, mostly in the form of tuition fees. 

Tertiary tuition fees are amongst the highest in the Organization for Economic 

Cooperation and Development (OECD), especially for international students. 

Domestic and international students contribute 48% of expenditure for tertiary 

educational institutions, compared to an OECD average of 22%, with total 

Key 
Statistics 
Snapshots 

Revenue: $32.8bn 
Profit: $1.6bn 
Annual growth 2014-19: 2.9% 
Annual growth 2019-24: 3.5% 
Wages: $17.4bn 
Businesses: 43 
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government expenditure being the seventh lowest in the OECD, at 35% of GDP, 

compared to an OECD average of 43% (OECD 2017). As a former VC concluded:  

The amount of money the government gives you is nowhere near enough for 

you to have a university that will produce the best outcomes.  

Historically, the Australian Government has been responsible for providing funding 

for universities.  However, following Minister Dawkin’s reform in the late 1980s, 

students were charged fees after a fee-free period following the Whitlam 

Government’s reforms in the early 1970s.  The total income from students grew to 

23% of the university budget by 1993 (Lacy et al. 2017). During this period the 

growth in overall government funding increased by 30%. In recent years, there have 

been several government budget cuts to higher education. 

1.3.2 The changing landscape 

The discussion about the future of higher education in Australia has come at an 

important time for the sector, given the many opportunities and challenges it is 

facing. Despite the assertion that, in general terms, universities as organisations have 

been reluctant to change, “an academic revolution has taken place in higher 

education in the past half century marked by transformations unprecedented in scope 

and diversity” (Altbach, Reisberg & Rumbley 2009, p. III). Australia’s tertiary sector 

has undergone much transformation recently. Several reforms followed the 2008 

Bradley Review, including additional support for students from low socioeconomic 

backgrounds, the establishment of the Tertiary Education Quality and Standards 

Agency (TEQSA), additional funds for regional tertiary education institutions and, 

perhaps most controversially, the setting of a target of 40% of 25 to 34 year old 

Australians holding a university degree by 2025. 
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In recent years, the Australian Government has given consideration to the 

deregulation of university fees, which would be among the most far-reaching reforms 

the sector had seen. The Go8 and the peak body representing the university sector 

(Universities Australia) called on the Australian Parliament to pass the Government’s 

reform measures during 2015, as they believed existing policy and the higher 

education funding model were unsustainable. However, concerns about excessive 

increases in student fees under a deregulated system prompted some to suggest a 

degree of price flexibility, while retaining the demand-driven model (Dawkins & 

Dixon 2015). Thus far, the deregulation of university fees has been blocked in the 

Australian Senate on two occasions. 

As mentioned earlier, the tertiary sector had traditionally been supported by 

government funding. However, the IBISWorld Industry Report (Magner 2014) 

suggested, as Federal funding declined, universities have diversified revenue sources, 

mostly through increasing the number of international students. The increase in 

revenue received from international students has some strategic risk, as such student 

numbers are affected by international competition, exchange rates and changes in 

immigration policy. An EY (2012, p. 4) report (‘University of the Future’) also 

argued the higher education sector was undergoing a major transformation:  

The dominant university model in Australia—a broad-based teaching and 

research institution, supported by a large asset base and a large, 

predominantly in-house back office — will prove unviable in all but a few 

cases over the next 10–15 years. 
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This report identified five drivers of change, namely: 

1. The democratisation of knowledge and access. 

2. The contestability of markets and funding. 

3. Digital technologies including the potential impact of Massive Open Online 

Courses (MOOCs). 

4. Greater global mobility. 

5. Integration with industry.  

The report suggested universities would be ‘forced’ to adapt by considering their 

breadth of programs, developing clear strategies around target customers and 

channels and restructuring their asset base and administrative processes.  

One area of opportunity, highlighted in the Witty Report (2013), related to the 

universities’ potential to enhance economic growth through research-led innovation. 

As ‘storehouses’ of technology, ideas and human energy, universities could help 

industries build substantial export positions. The Witty Report (2013, p. 6) noted: 

Incentives should be strengthened to encourage maximum engagement in an 

enhanced Third Mission alongside Research and Education, and universities 

should make facilitating economic growth a core strategic goal. 

The Australian government continues to undertake reviews and make changes to 

strategies, functions and legislative policies, as can be seen in Figure 1.2, including 

the Review of Australia’s Higher Education System (Bradley’s report 2008); the 

creation of the Tertiary Education Quality and Standard Agency (TEQSA) in 2012; 

the New Colombo Plan (2013); Australia’s Future (2014); the National Collaborative 

Research Infrastructure Strategy (2015); National STEM (science, technology, 
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engineering and mathematics) School Education Strategy (2015); the National 

Innovation and Science Agenda (2015); the Review of Research Policy and Funding 

Arrangements (2015); the National Strategy for International Education (2016); the 

Independent Review into Regional, Rural and Remote Education (Halsey Report) 

(2017) and the Review into University Freedom of Speech (2018). 

 

Figure 1.2 Australian Government reviews  

 
Following the Bradley Review in 2008, the then Australian government set a target 

of 40% of the population holding a bachelor degree by 2025.  Although the policy 

was abandoned in 2014, Australia is well on track to achieve this ambitious target. In 

2011, the share of the population aged 15 years and above with a bachelor’s degree 

or higher (19%) was over nine times the figure for 1971 (2%). This figure is even 

higher for older cohorts, with nearly 40% of 30-39 year olds holding a bachelor 

degree or higher in 2016 (Productivity Commission 2017). Total student numbers, 

including domestic and international students, increased from 31,000 in 1949 to 

around 1.5m in 2017 (Department of Education and Trainig 2017). 
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The massification of higher education has had a significant impact on the sector’s 

funding. The Commonwealth Government has been responsible for providing 

funding for universities since the 1970s. As noted earlier, since Minister Dawkin’s 

reforms in the late 1980s, total income from students grew to 23% of the universities’ 

budgets (in 1993) (Lacy et al. 2017). During this period, the growth in the overall 

government funding increased by 30%. In recent years, there have been cuts to 

higher education budgets, including the recent announcement of a funding freeze (in 

June 2018). This saving measure, worth around $2b, will see the Federal 

Government contribution for most undergraduate courses remain at 2017 levels. 

These financial cuts have contributed to the changes initiated by the sector in order to 

sustain its financial position.   

1.4 THE GLOBAL EDUCATION SECTOR 

Arguably, the 21st century gave rise to the knowledge economy (Powell & Snellman 

2004).  However, while knowledge and technology have become dominant social 

forces, “universities lack the capacity to respond to social needs with speed, 

efficiency, effectiveness and quality” (Navarro & Gallardo 2003, p. 2). Changes 

facing Australian university are symptomatic of wider threats faced by universities 

worldwide. The global higher education sector has to respond to declining 

government expenditure, rising research costs and unprecedented pressure to evolve 

in order to remain competitive (Hine, Pregelj & McManus 2018).  Deloitte’s research 

identified seven key challenges (rising student expectations, technology and digital 

innovation, globalisation, linking estates strategy and the student, attracting and 

retaining the best talent, raising cost and shifting funding and making research 
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sustainable) (Mercer 2019). Across continents, changes in cultures and economies 

have shifted the way universities operate.  

For example, in 2016, all Member States of the European Union committed to 

provide free access to all scientific publications from publically funded research by 

2020 (Plan S) (European Commission 2018). Advocates argue this will accelerate the 

progress of the open-access movement. However, the negotiation process poses 

challenges.  For example Sweden held out on journal subscriptions, while negotiators 

tried to reach deals with publishers (Else 2018).  In Africa, scholars and experts 

interviewed by University World News about the major trends expected to impact 

Arab higher education identified concerns about importing Western education 

systems and outsourcing programmes to foreign universities, political instability, 

lack of broad access and equity, funding in non-oil rich countries and a mismatch 

between educational outcomes and the job market (Sawahel 2018). Meanwhile, 

universities in the United States are struggling with rising costs and completion rates 

(Shapiro et al. 2017) and the growing privatisation of public colleges and 

universities.   

Academic media such as the Times Higher Education daily newsletter (THE 2019) 

have highlighted many threats facing universities on a national scale, including:   

• The rise in the rankings of Chinese universities. 

• The academic implication of Brexit. 

• Decreasing international enrolments in the USA. 

• Threats to academic autonomy in Hungary. 
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• Threats to academic freedom of expression in Singapore. 

• The corporatisation of universities in Norway. 

It is clear universities around the world live in increasingly turbulent environments 

and are looking for ways through which they might be better managed, while 

avoiding (or managing) conflicts and sustaining their commitments to their missions 

and visions. 

1.5 THE STUDY’S RESEARCH AIMS 

This study’s research aims were to: 

I. Analyse the increasingly turbulent external and internal environment in which 
Australian universities, as well as universities globally, are operating. 

As will be discussed in detail in Chapter 4 (section 3), the environment in which 

Australian universities are operating is changing rapidly and growing increasingly 

complex. Traditionally, universities have been supported by Governments or private 

donors, being commonly viewed as a ‘public good’ institution. However, erosion in 

Government funding and the corporatisation of the university business model over 

the last 30 years has meant the sector is now more focused on maximising profits and 

on competition (Magner 2014). The ‘traditional’ world of academia is under threat, 

as more corporate, individually competitive models are brought into the system. As 

institutions, universities have traditionally been resistant to change (Mazzarol & 

Soutar 2012). Some, after all, are located in centuries old “castles”. However, 

longevity is no longer a guarantee for success. Consequently, this study was 

undertaken to provide an environmental analysis of past, current and future trends. 
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II. Define what DCs are within a university context. 

Generally, the concept of DCs has not been easy to understand, as this 

multidimensional concept has varied interpretations. The rapid growth of the DCs 

literature over past decades (discussed in Chapter 2) has led to a diverse, but 

sometimes disconnected, body of research that point in different directions. This has 

led to calls for a review of the field and for guidance for future studies (Barreto 

2010). DCs theory has been criticised for being tautological (Zollo & Winter 2002), 

complex and tacit (Dierickx & Cool 1989), lacking a theoretical foundation (Arend 

& Bromiley 2009) and for being inconsistent (Zahra, Sapienza & Davidsson 2006). 

Components of DCs theory remain elusive, such as why some capabilities are 

‘dynamic’, while others are ‘static’ and what creates a ‘dynamic’ or a ‘static’ 

capability (Bussey 2013).  Pavlou and El Sawy (2011) noted some critics have 

described DCs as an elusive ‘black box’, as they are abstract, intangible and difficult 

to describe.   Our lack of understanding of DCs makes it difficult to use DCs as a 

decision-making tool. This study therefore tried to define DCs within a university 

context and to answer the call to identify “current examples of dynamic capabilities 

within higher education” (Hayter & Cahoy 2018, p. 18). 

III. Investigate how the University has been sensing, seizing and reconfiguring. 

DCs theory has preoccupied academics for decades. However, it is notable that most 

studies have focused on the private sector and on more ‘dynamic’ industries (e.g. 

information technology and biotechnology) (Easterby-Smith, Lyles & Peteraf 2009), 

as was mentioned earlier. The limitations of this focus has prompted a call for the 

exploration of the construct in other contexts, including in more traditional industries 

(Easterby-Smith, Lyles & Peteraf 2009) and in the public sector (Pablo et al. 2007; 
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Piening 2011) where different conditions exist. Leih and Teece (2016) suggested 

universities in the United States and elsewhere have often been managed poorly. 

Thus, improved leadership and the better management of universities is not only 

desirable but essential. It is timely for university leaders to begin to manage 

proactively so as to increase their chances of prospering in an increasingly 

competitive environment. A review of previous doctorates found a Hong Kong study 

that examined DCs in academic spin-off companies (Wong 2014) that suggested 

more in-depth studies of the relationship between DCs and innovation should be 

undertaken. However, little research has investigated DCs in the university sector.  

IV. Develop a framework that built a link between a university’s DCs and SCA 
within a turbulent environment. 

In rapidly changing market environments, organisations have to nurture and execute 

appropriate DCs to stay ahead of the competition (Zahra, Sapienza & Davidsson 

2006). Unlike earlier, mostly static frameworks, DC explicitly recognises that, as 

markets and technologies advance, organisations need to adjust by reallocating assets 

and learning new skills (Harreld, O’Reilly III & Tushman 2007). As (López 2005, p. 

661) noted, DCs have “a central role to play in the analysis and interpretation of 

complex organizational processes allowing firms to remain competitive and adapt to 

external changes”. As mentioned earlier, this research accepted Teece et al.’s (1997, 

p. 509) view about the link between the DC and SCA, as they noted: 

The fundamental question in the field of strategic management is how firms 

achieve and sustain competitive advantage. We confront this question here 

by developing the dynamic capabilities approach, which endeavors to 

analyze the sources of wealth creation and capture by firms. 
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Weerawardena and Mavondo (2011, p. 1220) also suggested there is a need for 

clearer conceptualisations and development of DCs, environmental conditions and 

more research into the relationships between DC, SCA and organisational 

performance:  

Despite the recent theoretical advancements the dynamic capability view still 

lacks a strong empirical base. … We observe that this research stream is in 

its infancy and however the debate is healthy. On the other hand, the lack of 

a common definition and disagreement on the effects of dynamic capabilities 

is holding back progress. 

V. Develop a set of practical recommendations universities can use to build a 
strategy around DCs.  

This study aimed to make a practical contribution about how DCs might be 

identified, developed and retained. Chapter 8 presents some applications for 

university leaders, change practitioners and policy-makers. Traditionally perceived 

as a domain of the private sector, DCs have the potential to become a critical 

capability for senior public sector managers who wish to build a SCA (Piening 

2011).  

In terms of managerial contributions, this study hoped to provide insights for 

managers attempting to develop strategies when building DCs and to provide a 

mechanism and tools they can use in turbulent environments.  It was envisaged the 

findings would have wider applicability for managers across the private, public and 

not-for-profit sectors and contribute to policy-making. As argued by some prominent 

scholars:  
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Dynamic capabilities are not an abstract academic concept, but a concrete set 

of mechanisms that help managers address the fundamental questions of 

strategy, which is to develop a truly sustainable competitive advantage 

(Harreld, O’Reilly III & Tushman 2007, p. 42).  

1.6 THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 

It has been widely acknowledged that DCs are an important research topic.  Indeed, 

Teece et al. (1997, p. 530) suggested “there could hardly be a more ambitious 

research agenda in the social science today”.  However higher education’s DCs have 

rarely been explored. Further, a search of doctoral theses within the DCs domain 

suggested a research gap. While 69 theses were found, only 19 focused on service 

industries and none had used a DCs framework in a university context.  

It has been argued that most DCs research has been fragmented and disconnected 

(Wang & Ahmed 2007). It has also been noted that DCs can improve over time or 

deteriorate, as they co-stimulate change (Easterby-Smith, Lyles & Peteraf 2009). 

Therefore, the relationship between DCs and performance needs further research 

(Zahra, Sapienza & Davidsson 2006).  

As will be debated throughout this thesis, the global higher education sector is facing 

transformational change. This research was intended to shed some light on how 

universities might use DCs to strategically position themselves and build SCA. A 

single in-depth case study was used to do this, with data collected from secondary 

and primary sources. A qualitative design was chosen, as it was consistent with the 

study’s research aims and is the methodology commonly used in similar studies (e.g. 

Bartunek (1984) , Edmondson & McManus (2007), Isabella 1990). The emphasis on 

strategic change in a DC context was maintained by collecting data from employees 
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with different roles and levels within the University, including most of the Senior 

Executives. A single case study approach and a focus on one University was used 

because Teece et al. (1997) have argued DCs are organisation specific. 

1.7 AN OUTLINE OF THE REMAINING CHAPTERS 

Chapter 2 presents an in-depth literature review that focuses on the study’s 

theoretical and conceptual foundations. Chapter 3: 3 discusses the study’s 

methodology, research design, sampling approach and data analysis procedures.   

The results are presented in three chapters that are grouped around the three main 

perspectives: Chapter 4 focuses on the environmental analysis, while Chapter 5 

discussed the DCs themselves and Chapter 6 considers change management. Chapter 

7 builds on the earlier chapters, as it summarises the findings and presents a 

Cogwheel Model of Dynamic Capabilities (CMDC) that seems useful in a university 

context. Chapter 8 discusses the study’s implications for managerial practice and 

policy as well as outlines some limitations and provides recommendations for future 

research. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

This Chapter reviews the dynamic capabilities (DCs) literature. The approach to the 

literature review is  presented first (section 2.2), after which a critical overview of the 

current body of knowledge relevant to the DCs, covering the historical development 

of the DCs framework and contemporary theoretical, methodological, and empirical 

approaches to DCs research is provided (section 2.3-2.4).  The Chapter then 

identifies some gaps in previous research (section 2.5) and provides an overview of 

the literature related to the main themes of this thesis and their links with DCs 

(section 2.6). The structure of the Literature Review is shown in Figure 2.1.  

 

Figure 2.1: An overview of the chapter 

2.2 APPROACH TO THE LITERATURE REVIEW  

DCs approaches have been discussed for many decades. Amazon lists about 200 

books with ‘dynamic capabilities’ in the title and a Google Scholar search for a 

phrase ‘dynamic capabilities’ yielded 3,390,000 hits.   Arguably, this is one of the 

most active research areas in the field of strategy (Di Stefano, Peteraf & Verona 
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2014). According to the Web of Science, the yearly number of publications with DCs 

as a topic has grown steadily since 1997 (when Teece, Pisano and Shuen’s seminal 

paper was published), reaching 5791 in 2017.  

Some comprehensive meta-analyses were used when forming the literature review 

strategy (as discussed in detail in section 2.4). The next step involved Systematic 

Literature Review (SLR) keyword searches in Google Scholar, Web of Knowledge, 

and OneSearch (using “dynamic capability* + universities”,  “tertiary education”, 

“higher education”, “public sector” as keywords). This analysis found several highly-

cited, seminal publications, each of which addressed different themes. The Publish or 

Perish software (Harzing 2007) was then used to find and analyse citations.  

In addition to peer-reviewed journal articles, 69 doctoral theses were identified and 

examined to investigate the context of previous empirical studies and the methods 

used by doctoral students. Emergent themes and patterns were then collated into a 

summary, as shown in section 2.5.1. 

2.3 THE HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT OF DCS THEORY 

2.3.1 Early evolution of the theory 

Pavlou and El Sawy (2011) suggested DCs emerged from Schumpeterian (1934) 

notions of innovation-based competition, derived from the creative destruction of 

existing resources and re-combinations into new capabilities.  The term ‘distinctive 

capabilities’ was firstly coined by Selznick (Selznick 1957, p. 53), who noted:  

The assessment of industrial firms also requires study of distinctive 

capabilities and limitations. For example, a commitment to quality of 

product may be an important determinant of organisational character of 

institutionalisation. 
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Importantly, the development of DCs theory would not have been possible without 

various ‘theory of the firm’ works from Coase (1937)  Simon and March (1958) and 

Cyert and March (1963), with the latter seminal behavioural theory considered as one 

of the two major  economic-based theories of the firm the other being the 

contribution of Edith Penrose (Pitelis 2007). Penrose (1959) developed the resource 

dependence model that suggested sustained growth depended on internal 

characteristics, such as management capability and economies-of-scale. She viewed 

firms as collections of productive resources, arguing the heterogeneity of the services 

and resources offered by different firms gives each its distinctive character; 

suggesting:  

The primary economic function of an industrial firm is to make use of 

productive resources for the purpose of supplying goods and services to the 

economy in accordance with plans developed and put into effect within the 

firm (Penrose 1959, p. 15). 

However, Penrose’s view did not provide an understanding of the basis for 

competitive advantage (Augier & Teece 2007). Thus, the resource dependence model 

has been extended by researchers such as Emerson (1962) in his exchange theory and 

Thompson (1967) in his Organisations in Action. Arguably, the most comprehensive 

development of the resource dependence approach is found in Pfeffer and Salancik’s 

(1978) The External Control of Organisations. Their work provides an extensive 

theoretical account of power at an organisational level, supported by a range of 

tactics for managing the external environment (Casciaro & Piskorski 2005).  
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2.3.2 The Resource-based view (RBV) 

Having its roots in Penrose’s work, the resource-based view (RBV) was introduced 

in the 1980s and became a dominant paradigm in the 1990s. The RBV considers 

organisational resources (tangible, intangible and human assets) and capabilities as 

the main drivers of performance (Barney 1991; Dierickx & Cool 1989). The central 

principle of RBV asks why firms are different and how they achieve a sustainable 

competitive advantage (SCA). From a methodological point of view, the RBV re-

introduced inductive, case-based methods and focused on small numbers of firms so 

as to complement deductive, large-sample methods (Hoskisson et al. 1999).   

Since the early 1980s researchers have been defining resource-based concepts and 

linking them to SCA. Wernerfelt (1984) looked at firms in terms of resources, rather 

than products. He examined linkages between profitability and resources in terms of 

‘entry barriers’, arguing the first-mover advantage is an attractive position.  His 

‘resource position barrier’ concept inspired scholars to differentiate firm resources as 

sources of SCA (Wu 2010).  

Barney’s (1986b) study is regarded as the first attempt to formalise the fragmented 

RBV literature into an overall theoretical framework.  His work was premised on two 

assumptions.  

1. Resources and capabilities are heterogeneously distributed among firms 

and that, as such, certain firms may be better than others at accomplishing 

the same business activities.   

2. Such resources are immobile and therefore, they may be costly to develop 

or acquire.  

From these assumptions, he identified the firm resources needed to generate SCA.  

Grant (1991) then suggested an RBV framework to assist strategy formulation, 
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which used a number of the key themes arising from the literature. This VIRO 

(valuable, inimitable, rare and organisable combinations of resources) framework 

provided organisations with a unique analytical tool for identifying resources that 

lead to a SCA and value creation (Barney & Clifford 2010).   Scholars embracing the 

RBV suggested VIRO stocks create and sustain competitive advantages (Barney 

1991). However, the RBV has been criticized for its perceived neglect of the 

environment (Foss 1998). Its opponents also argue the RBV is a static view of firm 

resources and, as an analytical approach, does not have enough to say about how 

firms can create and sustain a SCA.  In their attempts to address these concerns, 

scholars developed the RBV in two principal ways.  

Proponents of the ‘strategic factors’ approach focused on competitive input markets,  

(Makadok & Barney 2001). This approach emphasises organisations’ abilities to find 

‘bargains’ due to more accurate predictions, expectations, or luck (Barney 1986b).    

Alternatively, proponents of the DCs perspective focused on the integration and 

reconfiguration of internal and external competencies in dynamically changing 

environments. However, with the rapid growth of literature in the field, DCs scholars 

have grown divided about boundary conditions, sustainable advantage and 

competitive advantage (Peteraf, Di Stefano & Verona 2013), as is discussed further 

in section 2.3.6.   

2.3.3 DCs inception 

The DCs framework was developed in an attempt to explain how competitive 

advantage can be achieved and maintained in rapid changing contexts (see Figure 

2.2). Teece and Pisano (1994, p. 553) sought to identify the DCs that can be sources 

of such advantages and explained how combinations of capabilities and resources 

can be developed, deployed and protected: 
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We suggest the competitive advantage of firms stems from dynamic 

capabilities rooted in high performance routines operating inside the firm, 

embedded in the firm’s processes, and conditioned by its history.  

 

Teece et al.’s (1997) study, arguably the most influential DCs paper, pled to a wave 

of DCs research. They categorised the nature of the concept as being‘ability,’ 

stressing the role of strategic management. They also noted the special role of this 

ability to integrate, build and reconfigure internal and external competencies (Barreto 

2010) in rapidly changing environments. 

Duncan (1972, p. 314) defined the environment as “the totality of physical and social 

factors that are taken directly into consideration in the decision-making behaviour of 

individuals in the organisation”. The internal environment was described as factors 

within the boundaries of an organisation or unit, while the external environment were 

factors outside the organisation’s boundaries (e.g. customers and competitors).  

It is important to stress that rapid change had been a focus of academic research for 

many years prior to the emergence of the DCs approach. Thus, Emery and Trist 

(1965) suggested the environment was changing at a growing rate and increasing in 

complexity and Porter (1980) viewed the external environment as a broad concept 

including social and economic forces (e.g. rivalry, buyers, suppliers, entry and 

substitutes) that he argued profitability was determined by the strength of and 

interaction between these forces.   

The DCs approach explicitly recognised that, as environments change, organisations 

need to strategically adjust through reallocating assets and learning new skills 

(Harreld et al. 2007). Teece (2007) suggested there are three types of DCs:  
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1. Sensing – the capability to identify opportunities, threats and create 

knowledge.  

2. Seizing – the capability to assimilate and integrate organisational 

knowledge in decision-making. 

3. Reconfiguring – the capability to reshuffle, recombine, and transform 

organisational resources to achieve strategic fit and SCA.   

He stressed “the key to sustained profitable growth is the ability to recombine and to 

reconfigure assets and organisational structures as markets and technologies change. 

Reconfiguration is needed to maintain ecological fitness and, if necessary, to try and 

escape from unfavourable path dependencies” (Teece 2013, p. 214).

 

Figure 2.2: The early genealogical expansion of the theory 
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2.3.4 A history of definitions  

Despite the wide use of DCs, a commonly accepted definition took time to emerge, 

perhaps because Teece et al.’s (1997) definition was broad enough to allow other 

researchers to define and expand the concept as they chose (Easterby-Smith, Lyles & 

Peteraf 2009). By way of illustration, Teece et al. (1997) and Zahra et al. defined 

DCs in terms of abilities, Eisenhardt and Martin (2000) in terms of processes, Zollo 

and Winter (2002) in terms of routines, and Barreto (2010) in terms of potential. 

Table 2.1 provides selected definitions of DCs used in previous studies. 

Table 2.1 Selected DCs definitions 

Study Authors’ definition of dynamic capabilities 

Teece and Pisano                
(1994, p. 538) 

The term ‘dynamic’ refers to the shifting character of the environment; 
certain strategic responses are required when time-to-market and timing is 
critical, the pace of innovation is accelerating, and the nature of future 
competition and markets is difficult to determine. 

The term ‘capabilities’ emphasises the key role of strategic management in 
appropriately adapting, integrating, and reconfiguring internal and external 
organisational skills, resources, and functional competences toward 
changing environment. 

 

Teece, Pisano and 
Shuen (1997, p. 16) 

The firm’s ability to integrate, build and re-configure internal and external 
competences to address rapidly changing environments. 
 

Eisenhardt and Martin             
(2000, p. 107) 

The firm’s processes that use resources—specifically the processes to 
integrate, reconfigure, gain and release resources—to match and even create 
market change. Dynamic capabilities thus are the organisational and 
strategic routines by which firms achieve new resource configuration as 
markets emerge, collide, split, evolve and die. 
 

Teece (2000, p. 47) The ability to sense and seize opportunity. 
 

Zollo and Winter                      
(2002, p. 340) 

A dynamic capability is a learned and stable pattern of collective activity 
through which the organisation systematically generates and modifies its 
operating routines in pursuit of improved effectiveness. 
 

Winter  (2003, p. 991)  Defining ordinary or ‘zero-level’ capabilities as those that permit a firm to 
‘make a living’ in the short term, one can define dynamic capabilities as 
those that operate to extend, modify or create ordinary capabilities. 
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Study Authors’ definition of dynamic capabilities 

Zahra, Sapienza and 
Davidsson (2006, p. 
924) 

Abilities to reconfigure a firm’s resources and routines in the manner 
envisioned and deemed appropriate by the firm’s principal decision-
maker(s). 
 

Augier and Teece                     
(2007, p. 179) 

Dynamic capabilities refer to the (inimitable) capacity firms have to shape, 
reshape, configure and reconfigure the firm’s asset base so as to respond to 
changing technologies and markets. Dynamic capabilities relate to the 
firm’s ability to proactively adapt in order to generate and exploit internal 
and external firm specific competences, and to address the firm’s changing 
environment.  

Teece  (2007, p. 1319) Dynamic capabilities can be disaggregated into the capacity (1) to sense and 
shape opportunities and threats, (2) to seize opportunities, and (3) to 
maintain competitiveness through enhancing, combining, protecting, and, 
when necessary, reconfiguring the business enterprise’s intangible and 
tangible assets.  

Helfat et al. 

(2007, p. 1) 

A dynamic capability is the capacity of an organization to purposefully 
create, extend, or modify its resource base. 

Wang and Ahmed 
(2007, p. 35) 

We define dynamic capabilities a firm’s behavioural orientation constantly 
to integrate, reconfigure, renew and recreate its resources and capabilities 
and, most importantly, up-grade and reconstruct its core capabilities in 
response to the changing environment to attain and sustain competitive 
advantage. 

Barreto (2010, p. 271) A dynamic capability is the firm’s potential to systematically solve 
problems, formed by its propensity to sense opportunities and threats, to 
make timely and market-oriented decisions, and to change its resource base. 

Protogerou, 
Caloghirou & Lioukas 
(2011, p. 616) 

Dynamic capabilities can be conceptualized as higher order strategic 
processes that integrate, recombine, and generate new technological and 
marketing capabilities which in turn shape firm performance. 

Wilden, Devinney & 
Lin (2018, p. 2) 

Dynamic capabilities are comprising the sensing, seizing, and reconfiguring 
processes that are deployed to create a resource based aimed at satisfying an 
evolving market demand. 

 

It is generally agreed that dynamic refers to the shifting character of the environment 

described by the critical timing of time-to-market, the accelerated pace of innovation 

and unpredictable markets and competition, while capabilities emphasises the key 

role of strategic management in adapting, integrating, protecting and reconfiguring 

internal and external organisational skills, resources and functional competences to 

address rapidly changing environments. However, one recent meta-analysis (Schilke, 
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Hu & Helfat 2018) found considerable divergence in DCs definitions, suggesting 

consensus about its definition has not been achieved. According to this meta-analysis 

the three most used definitions are those suggested by Teece et al. (1997), Eisenhardt 

and Martin (2000), and Helfat et al. (2007). This study followed Teece et al.’s (1997) 

definition, as it aligns with this study’s research aims and is linked to change 

management.   

2.3.5 The hierarchy of DCs  

Collis (1994) suggested there might be a hierarchy of capabilities ranging from 

ordinary capabilities to ‘higher-order’ or ‘meta-capabilities’. This suggests a two-

level DCs model in which lower-order capabilities relate to abilities to perform basic 

activities more efficiently than competitors (e.g. marketing campaigns, logistics or 

manufacturing) and second-order capacities relate to dynamic improvements and 

change.     

Winter (2003) subsequently argued DCs were high-order organisational capabilities 

that manage and reconfigure tangible and intangible resources and lower-order 

operational capabilities so as to achieve a SCA. Base or zero level capabilities 

include the most fundamental organisational conditions, resources and capabilities, 

while first-order DCs relate to an organisation’s ability to configure and deploy its 

resources and capabilities so as to obtain its strategic and business objectives. 

Second-order capabilities relate to an organisation’s ability to reconfigure and deploy 

resources relevant to its specific core competencies and specific changes. Third or 

higher-order capabilities are those that enable the “constant pursuit of the renewal, 

reconfiguration and re-creation of resources, capabilities and core capabilities to 

address environmental change” (Wang & Ahmed 2007, p. 36).  
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Zahra et al. (2006, p. 947) suggested an “infinite spiral of capabilities to renew 

capabilities could be conceived”, arguing these capabilities would have the ability to 

change how firms solves problems, as “a higher-order dynamic capability to alter 

capabilities” (Zahra et al. 2006, p. 921). Building on these authors, Ambrosini and 

Bowman (2009) suggested there are three types of DCs that are related to managers’ 

perceptions of environmental dynamism (i.e. incremental, renewing and 

regenerative). Hine et al. (2014) added to the debate surrounding the capability 

hierarchy by suggesting an ascending order of capabilities (i.e. ordinary capabilities, 

dynamic functional capabilities and dynamic learning capabilities). Others (Barreto 

2010) have suggested using a multidimensional framework (for organisations to 

sense opportunities and threats, make timely and market-oriented decisions, and 

change their resource base) in which all dimensions should be taken into account. 

Recently, Karna, Richter and Riesenkampff (2016) argued ordinary and dynamic 

capabilities are closely related and mutually dependent, while Wilden et al. (in press) 

examined the relationships between higher- and lower-order capabilities and their 

relationships with different types of operant resources and performance.  

2.3.6 Dynamic capabilities: controversies 

There are some controversies in the DCs literature in relation to SCA and 

environmental dynamism. As stated earlier, the DCs paradigm was developed by 

Teece et al. (1997) to address the question of how firms can achieve and maintain 

SCA.  While Teece et al. (1997) argued for a strong link between DCs and SCA 

under some conditions, Eisenhardt and Martin (2000, p.1106) argued “dynamic 

capabilities are necessary, but not sufficient, conditions for competitive advantage” 

and Zollo and Winter (2002, p. 340) suggested DCs are needed to pursue “improved 

effectiveness”.  
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Environmental dynamism is accepted as a central contingency in DCs theorising 

(Schilke, Hu & Helfat 2018)(Schilke, Hu & Helfat 2018)(Schilke, Hu & Helfat 

2018)(Schilke, Hu & Helfat 2018). However, scholars differ with respect to the 

environmental context of DCs. Some like Teece et al. (1997) suggested there is a 

strong link between DCs and rapidly changing environments. Disruptive innovations 

or drastic market changes justify an organisation’s efforts to develop and use DCs 

(Protogerou, Caloghirou & Lioukas 2011).  When an organisation is faced with 

unpredictable events and rapidly escalating competition (D'Aveni 1995), resource 

advantages are likely to be rapidly eroded (Ambrosini & Bowman 2009). In such 

contexts, an organisation’s DCs are critical.  Eisenhardt and Martin (2000), however, 

argued DCs vary with market dynamism and are important not only in turbulent 

markets but also in ‘moderately dynamic’ environments, while Zollo and Winter 

(2002) suggested DCs exist even in stable environments.  

Two divergent views about differences between DCs across different organisations 

also exist. Following Teece, most researchers assume DCs are specific and unique to 

a firm (Barreto 2010). Eisenhardt and Martin (2000), by contrast, argued DCs have 

commonalities across firms.  

Di Stefano et al. (2014) argued the divide between these two seminal papers 

influenced the evolution of DCs as a research field in five structural components (i.e. 

nature, agent, action, object of the action and aim) and attempted to overcome this 

divide. Answering their call for researchers to be more explicit about their 

assumptions, use of terms, and underlying logic, this study supports Teece et al.’s 

(1997) view of the strategic value of DCs in generating and renewing core 

competencies and developing SCA.  
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As one of the aims of this research was to investigate the link between a specific 

University’s DCs and its ability to manage and adapt in a turbulent environment, the 

context of rapidly changing environments, so prominent in Teece’s research, were 

particularly important. Additionally, Leih and Teece’s (2016) study in the higher 

education sector was considered a cornerstone for this research, as is outlined in 

Table 2.2. 

Table 2.2 Rationale for supporting Teece et al.’s (1997) approach 

Rationale Justification 

DCs as strategy in 
developing SCA 

• The idea of DCs was developed by the authors to answer the question of 
“how firm achieve and sustain competitive advantage” (1997, p.509). 

• The intention of this thesis is to present a clear argument that universities 
are able to gain SCA, if they develop and retain DCs. 

• This thesis also follows the research by Mazzarol and Soutar (2012), who 
argued that in the university sector, as with most industries, SCA is a 
function of developing distinctive competences; and others such as Lopez 
(2005) and Harreld, O’Reilly III and Tushman (2007), who promote the 
use of DCs as a strategic tool in developing SCA. 

Context of rapid 
environmental 
change 

• Teece et al. (1997) positioned DC in the environment of rapid change and 
this type of environment is the focus of this research. 

• The university sector locally, nationally, and globally is facing change at 
a level it has not seen in decades. Academic literature suggests that the 
universities’ external environment is constantly changing and difficult to 
predict (Altbach, Reisberg & Rumbley 2009). 

• This study aims to investigate the link between a university’s DC and its 
ability to manage and adapt to this new, turbulent environment. 

2.4 CRITICISM OF DCS   

Clearly, the rapid growth of the DCs literature over the last two decades has led to a 

diverse, but somewhat disconnected, body of research. Barreto (2010) therefore 

suggested the need for a review and critique of the field in order to provide guidance 

for future study.  In answering his call many researchers have attempted to synthesise 

the DCs framework by offering in-depth literature reviews and meta-analyses 
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devoted to the topic (see Table 2.3 for details of the most prominent findings in 

chronological order).  

Table 2.3 Summary of previous literature reviews and meta-analyses of DCs 

Authors Summary Methodology 

Wang and Ahmed 
(2007) 

Identified components of DC: adaptive, absorptive 
and innovative capability 

Qualitative analysis  

Ambrosini and 
Bowman (2009) 

Highlighted that DC are shaped by internal and 
external variables  

Qualitative analysis 

Arend and 
Bromiley (2009) 

Criticised the DC view (DCV) for: Qualitative analysis  

(a)   unclear value-added  

(b)   lack of coherent theoretical foundation 

(c)    weak empirical support 

(d)   unclear practical implications 

Identified process that create DC 

Addressed the areas of confusion the current 
literature 

Easterby-Smith, 
Lyles & Peteraf 
(2009) 

Discussed the evolution of the concept and identified 
two major debates  

Qualitative analysis  

Provided recommendations for further research  

Barreto (2010) Observed variations in the theory in terms of: nature, 
specific role, relevant context, heterogeneity, and 
purpose of DC 

Qualitative analysis of 
40 articles published in 
leading management 
journals  

Provided a new definition of DC 

Di Stefano,  Peteraf 
& Verona (2010) 

Identified the field’s ‘invisible collages’ and 
research directions 

Cocitation analysis of 
the 40 most influential 
articles on DC in 
management field  

  
Found commonalities and differences among the 
understanding of the topic 

Giudici and 
Reinmoeller (2012) 

DC research is polarising 

Analysis of 104 articles 
published in 132 
journals (1997-2009) 

To progress the filed academics need to  be: 

a)      striving for clarity of definitions 

b)      stranding on the shoulders of ‘engaged giants’ 
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Authors Summary Methodology 

Peteraf, Di Stefano 
& Verona (2013) 

Identified two separate domains of knowledge in the 
field (Teece et al. 1997 and Eisenhardt and Martin 
2000) 

Author-based cocitation 
analysis of 50 most 
influential authors 
(1990-2008) 

Vogel and Güttel 
(2013) 

Identified different clusters of emerging DC 
research:  

Bibliographic coupling 
of 1,152 articles (1994-
2011) 

a)      strategic learning and change 

b)      technological innovation and adaptation 

c)      ambidexterity 

d)      microfoundations and acquisitions 

e)      vertical scope 

f)       alliances 

Di Stefano, Peteraf 
& Verona (2014) 

Metaphor of Organizational Drivetrain developed to 
overcome the theoretical divide existent in the 
current literature (Teece et al. 1997 vs Eisenhardt & 
Martin 2000) 

Content analysis of the 
most influential papers 
(1997-2012 based on 
citation)  

Fainschmidt et al. 
(2016) 

Found DCs have a positive impact on performance Analysis of 82 articles 
about the relationship 
between DC and 
competitive advantage 
and performance 

This impact is stronger in rapid technological change 

Pezeshkan et al. 
(2016) 

Found overall level of support for the positive 
effects of DCs on performance is 60% in  
comparison to RBV’s 53% 

Systematic vote count 
analysis of 89 studies 

Wilden, Devinney 
& Dowling (2016) 

Review of existing research on DC  Lexical analysis of 133 
articles published in 
leading management 
journals 

Development of House of Dynamic Capabilities 
model  

Schilke, Hu and 
Helfat (2018) 

Systematic synthesis of DC framework Content analysis of 298 
seminal papers 
published in leading 
management journals 

Development of meta-framework specifying 
antecedents, dimensions, mechanisms, moderators 
and outcomes  

While there are differences in researchers’ understanding of DCs theory, these have 

contributed to the richness of the research in this domain.  However, they have also 

created confusion over the meaning and usefulness of the paradigm. This has led 

some scholars to even doubt the existence of DCs (Arend & Bromiley 2009; Winter 

2003). 
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DCs theory has been criticised for being tautological (Zollo & Winter 2002), 

complex and tacit (Dierickx & Cool 1989), lacking plausible theoretical foundations 

(Arend & Bromiley 2009) and being inconsistent (Zahra, Sapienza & Davidsson 

2006). Some aspects of the DCs approach remain elusive; in particular, why it is that 

some capabilities are ‘dynamic’, while others are ‘static’ and what creates a 

‘dynamic’ versus ‘static’ capability (Bussey 2013).   Indeed, Pavlou and El Sawy 

(2011) cited critics who labelled DCs as an elusive ‘black box’ (abstract, intangible 

and difficult to describe). It has been argued that DCs have commonalities across 

firms (Eisenhardt & Martin 2000), although such commonalities have not been 

systematically identified. Further, DCs’ research has often been fragmented and 

disconnected (Wang & Ahmed 2007). Additionally Zahra et al. (2006) argued the 

relationship between performance and DCs is indirect and that it can be damaging, if 

DCs are used where there is no need and Winter (2003) wondered whether DCs 

involve long-term commitment to specialised resources or are associated with 

opportunity costs. 

Wilden, Devinney and Lin (2018) pointed to unclear definitions of the core construct 

and conflicting interpretations of empirical findings and several scholars claim that, 

even with a clear definition, dynamic capabilities are difficult to identify (Easterby-

Smith, Lyles & Peteraf 2009). As a capacity to effect change they remain hidden 

until used and may not be fully exercised. They are associated with intangibles and 

tacit elements, such as knowledge management, innovation and organisational 

culture. In addition, a major challenge in concretising DCs seems to be the difficulty 

in making the distinction between dynamic and operational capabilities (Kuuluvainen 

2012). These controversies impacted on this study’s research design (see section 

3.6), as it was decided a qualitative (case study) approach with a focus on one 
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organisation would be more likely to produce meaningful results and shed light on 

the idiosyncrasies of this framework. The single context allowed for a greater depth 

of data to be obtained and unravelled and for a dynamic model to be developed. 

Having presented a critical overview of the scholarly literature relevant to the DCs, 

this Chapter now considers the methodological approaches used in previous DC 

studies. It first presents an overview of various research methods used before moving 

to an analysis of the empirical studies conducted and identifying potential gaps in 

prior research. 

2.5 GAPS IN THE CURRENT LITERATURE 

2.5.1 Context  

DCs have been well-researched. As Teece et al. (1997) noted, “there could hardly be 

a more ambitious research agenda in the social sciences today”.  However, DCs have 

been primarily researched within innovation-generating firms, with relatively few 

studies focusing on public service institutions (Pablo et al. 2007). This is a significant 

gap, as public service institutions may need to be as entrepreneurial and innovative 

as any other business. Indeed, in some contexts, they may need to be more innovative 

and competitive than private sector organisations (Drucker & Maciariello 2008).  

In particular, few researchers have focused on tertiary education institutions (Hayter 

& Cahoy 2018; Leih & Teece 2016; Navarro & Gallardo 2003; Teece 2017) and 

these studies often used secondary data, literature reviews or theoretical frameworks. 

Clearly, there is a need for more primary data based empirical studies. Thus, this 

study investigated DCs within the university sector to help fill this gap. It was also an 

attempt to answer the call to explore the DC construct in contexts in which “different 

constraints and conditions prevail” (Easterby-Smith et al. 2009, p. 7).  
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Because of the limited relevant research within the tertiary sector, this literature 

review’s scope was extended to include the service industry as a whole.  Most prior 

DC studies in service sector used a mixture of qualitative and quantitative methods 

(predominantly semi-structured interviews and questionnaires). Their findings are 

summarised in chronological order in Table 2.4.  The common thread among these 

papers is an understanding that DCs in the service sector enhance organisations’ 

adaptability to changing environments and can lead to improved performance.  

Table 2.4 Selected empirical studies in service sector 

Empirical 
study 

Research focus Methodology 
and sample 

Industry type Findings 

Lampel & 
Shamsie 
(2003) 

To examine evolution 
of capabilities in the 
Hollywood movie 
Industry. 

Quantitative 
analysis of 400 
film split 
between the 
studios (1941-
1948) and post-
studio era 
(1981-1988). 

Hollywood 
movie studios 

Mobilizing and 
transforming 
capabilities play a 
crucial role in 
assembling and 
transforming resources 
into feature films. 

Navarro & 
Gallardo 
(2003) 

To develop a model 
for strategic change in 
universities 
incorporating DCs. 

Theoretical 
framework 

Tertiary 
education 
sector 

Changes confronting 
universities require 
implementation of 
process of change 
incorporating 
continuous 
improvement and 
creation of DCs. 

Slater, Olson 
& Hult 
(2006) 

To test the explanatory 
power of a model of 
the strategy formation 
capability-
performance 
relationship in the 
context of the firm’s 
strategic orientation.  

Questionnaire 
survey 
administered to 
n=380 
marketing 
executives  

Manufacturing 
and services 
businesses 

The firm’s strategic 
orientation moderates 
the relationships 
between strategy 
formation capability 
and performance. 
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Empirical 
study 

Research focus Methodology 
and sample 

Industry type Findings 

Gebauer 
(2011) 

How management 
innovations contribute 
to the renewal of 
management routines 
and affect dynamic 
capabilities. 

Longitudinal 
study (2001-
2010) of eight 
companies;  
interviews  and  
case studies  

European 
capital goods 
manufacturing 
companies 
with a history 
of moving 
from products 
to services 

Confirm the 
importance of sensing, 
seizing, and 
reconfiguring as 
dynamic capabilities. 

Piening 
(2011) 

A multiple case study 
design was used to 
research into the 
implementation of a 
process innovation in 
five public hospitals  

26 semi-
structured 
interviews with 
key informants 

German 
hospitals 

In times of rapid 
change, the dynamic 
capability to 
implement innovations 
is a key source of 
adaptability for public 
sector organisations. 

Simon, 
Renoux & 
Stockport 
(2014) 

How specific dynamic 
capabilities improve 
performance and 
mitigate challenges to 
the Australian retail 
industry. 

Exploratory 
Research Design 
(15 in-depth 
interviews 
followed by a 
correlation 
analysis of n=67 
questionnaires) 

Australian 
retail industry 

Organisational culture 
and technological 
development are the 
key dynamic 
capabilities for 
improving the 
performance in the 
industry. 

Leih & 
Teece 
(2016) 

Relationships between 
campus leadership and 
the organisational-
level DCs that 
underpin the 
management of 
research universities. 

Case study 
based on: 
interviews, 
archival 
documents, oral 
histories, media 
reports and 
books 

Tertiary 
education 
sector 

Leadership and 
campus leaders’ DCs 
encourage individual 
performance, which 
helps enhance 
performance. 

 

Hayter & 
Cahoy 
(2018) 

Social responsibilities 
of higher education 
sector with DCs 
approach. 

Literature 
review 

Tertiary 
education 
sector 

Higher education is not 
adequately fulfilling its 
social responsibilities. 

Wilden et al. 
(in press) 

How configurations of 
capabilities relate to 
service provision and 
performance.  

Quantitative 
analysis of 
online survey of 
279 marketing 
firms 

Marketing 
advisory  

Explains that 
configuration of 
higher-order 
capabilities (DCs and 
CCs) are associated 
with its path-
dependent lower-order 
capabilities (SPCs) and 
customer-based and 
financial performance. 
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To expand the literature review further, the ProQuest Dissertations and Theses 

Global Database (PQDTG, 2018) was used to find past Doctorates in English using 

the key word ‘dynamic capabilit*” in the abstract search, which yielded 69 results. 

Out of those 19 theses had focused on service industries such as banking (Reed 

2000), consulting firms (Cromer 2008; Mason 2010; Shi 2005; Wang 2009), 

healthcare/crisis relief (Anderson 2016; Chen 2013; Gardner 2004; Harvey 2014; 

Miranda 2016; O'Brien 2010), global telecommunications (Hackett 2012), public 

agencies (Jeserich 2004; Mohamed 2013), hotels (Banjongprasert 2014), airlines 

(Jifri 2016), restaurants (Winter 2017), oil service companies (Fillingim 2018) and 

spin-off companies (Wong 2014). However, none had used a DCs framework within 

the university sector.  

2.5.2 The use of metaphors in the DCs literature 

Ortony (1975, p. 45) argued “metaphor is an essential ingredient of communication 

and consequently of great educational value”. It can help explain complex and 

multidimensional concepts such as DCs.  In attempt to clarify the DCs framework, 

some have used metaphors such as the ‘House of Dynamic Capabilities’ (Wilden, 

Devinney & Dowling 2016) (shown in Figure 2.3), a ‘Black Box’ (Pavlou & El 

Sawy 2011) or an ‘Organizational Drivetrain’ (Di Stefano, Peteraf & Verona 2014) 

(shown in Figure 2.4). However, it can be argued that by referring to “static” objects, 

such as houses and boxes, these models do not convey the dynamic nature of the 

DCs as well as they could, especially to non-scholarly audiences.   
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Figure 2.3 House of DCs (Including Sample DC Processes)  

Note. From ‘The architecture of dynamic capability research identifying the building blocks of a 
configurational approach’ (Wilden, Devinney & Dowling 2016, p. 1031) 

 
 

The ‘architectural’ model suggested by Wilden et al. (2016) combined the micro-

foundations of DCs at different levels (individual, business and corporate), while 

incorporating enablers and strategic orientation (market-driven or market-driving). 

Importantly, in applying the analogy of a house, the authors integrated the 

environment, organisational structure and how their combination created value.  

Di Stefano et al. (2014) on the other hand, suggested an ‘Organizational Drivetrain’ 

to conceptualise five structural components of the definition of DCs (nature, agent, 

action, object and aim). Their metaphor suggests the existence of two types of DCs 

(depicted as two sets of gears - a crankset and a freewheel), as well as a system 

dynamically connecting them (a chain). A derailleur enables a rider to shift gears to 

cope with the challenges of the road ahead, as shown in Figure 2.4. The drivetrain 

metaphor offers a more mechanical representation of the concept, suggesting another 
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interesting metaphor for DCs. However, the drivetrain framework was developed 

largely for scholarly purposes and it might be argued that it lacks practical 

application for managers and practitioners.   

 

Figure 2.4 The Organizational Drivetrain  

Note. From ‘The organizational drivetrain: A road to integration of dynamic capabilities research’            
(Di Stefano, Peteraf & Verona 2014, p. 319) 

2.6 AN OVERVIEW OF IMPORTANT THEMES  

This Chapter now provides a short overview of the scholarly literature, drawing out 

the principal research themes to which this study will contribute. Although these 

themes will be investigated further in the Data Analysis Chapters, it is important to 

present their links to the main DCs framework at this point. 

2.6.1  Organisational culture  

The term culture was initially used by anthropologists to refer to the rituals and 

customs societies develop over time (Kotter & Heskett 1992). In recent decades, 

however, the term has been adopted by management researchers to “describe the 
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norms and practices that organisations develop around their handling of people or as 

the espoused values and credo of an organisation” (Schein 2010, p. 13).  While 

culture is an abstract phenomenon, it is powerful (Schein 2010, p. 7).   Thus, a great 

deal of research has attempted to capture the concept through the use of metaphors, 

such as an iceberg (Hall 1976), an onion (Hofstede 1994; Trompenaars 1994) or a 

glue that holds organisations together (Pascale & Athos 1981). McShane, Olekalns 

and Travaglione (2014, p. 448) defined organisational culture as “the values and 

assumptions shared within an organisation” and suggested it was an organisation’s 

DNA (invisible, yet powerful mechanisms shaping what happens in a workplace).  

Organisational culture has been a reoccurring theme in change management. It 

became influential in the 1980s.  Pettigrew, Ferlie and McKee (1992) and Balogun 

and Jenkins (2003) argued the key to identifying change as a process of knowledge 

creation was the link between culture and strategic change. Many scholars, including 

Kotter (1996), Barney (Barney 1986a), Mazzarol and Soutar (1999), Zollo and 

Winter (2002), Schein (2010) and Simon et al. (2014), suggested organisational 

culture was a key determinant of organisational performance. “A strong and 

revitalized business culture, attuned to the prevailing environment, should be capable 

of producing extraordinary results” (Deal & Kennedy 1999, p. 251). Similarly, PwC 

(2013) suggested culture was critically important to organisations achieving global 

success. Augier and Teece (2009) called for managers to develop an appropriate 

organisational culture, supported by an incentive system that promotes organisational 

identification and loyalty. 

More specifically, in a tertiary education sector context, Masland (1985) linked 

culture with managerial styles and decision-making processes, while Kezar and 

Eckel (2002) found a relationship between institutional culture and change. They 
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found a need for a culture that encourages change (Curry 1992) and that culture can 

be modified through change processes. In their view, the distinctive nature of a 

campus’s culture cannot be overlooked. Their research suggested successful change 

strategies should be culturally coherent or aligned with the existing culture, as 

institutions that violated their culture during the change process experienced 

difficulties.   

Prior research suggests culture’s ability to be a source of SCA depends upon the 

extent to which it fits the external environment (Mazzarol & Soutar 1999; Schein 

1984). Since the external environment is changing dynamically, organisational 

culture, while firmly embedded within an organisation, should also be flexible to 

encourage innovation and change. Indeed Teece (2018a, p. 43) noted: 

Organizations must be able to continuously sense and seize opportunities, 

and to periodically transform aspects of the organization and culture so as to 

be able to proactively reposition to address yet newer threats and 

opportunities as they arise. 

Many studies have shown some cultures facilitate and others hinder change (Curry 

1992). Indeed, a disconnect between culture and a desired change diminishes the 

potency of the change initiative (Mento, Jones & Dirndorfer 2002).  As dynamism 

and uncertainty requires regular organisational renewal (Barrales‐Molina, Martínez‐

López & Gázquez‐Abad 2014), organisations whose cultures do not enable fast 

improvisation can lack the resilience needed to change in response to opportunities 

or threats (Teece 2018b). Jones, Jimmieson and Griffiths (2005) suggested 

organisational culture and reshaping capabilities are helpful in influencing 

employees’ readiness for impending organisational change. An adaptive culture in 

which employees are receptive to change, including adapting to changing 
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environments and continuously improving internal processes, is key organisational 

effectiveness (McShane, Olekalns & Travaglione 2014).  

Lack of such culture may increase perception of excessive change, especially 

amongst middle management and lower level employees (Falkenberg et al. 2005). 

Differences in perceptions of excessive change at the different levels in the 

organisation are due to top managers having more information, a focus on overall 

goals and the activities needed to achieve them, and a more holistic perspective about 

strategic change (Falkenberg et al. 2005).  However, managers need to be aware of 

the extent to which change becomes excessive, as this may increase resistance, 

especially from middle management, where most implementation activities occur 

(Waddell et al. 2017).  

Interestingly, Wilden et al. (2016) noted little previous research has focused on the 

relationship between DCs and organisational culture. This is unexpected, given the 

connection between culture and organisational and individual behaviour (Selznick 

1996), and processes (Schein 1984).  Cultures can have powerful consequences when 

they are strong (Kotter & Heskett 1992). Ultimately, whether DCs are effective 

depends on the willingness of the actors to act, which is determined by the 

organisation’s culture (Schein 2010), suggesting organisational culture influences the 

application of DCs (Helfat et al. 2007). 

2.6.2 DCs and change management 

Moran and Brightman defined change management as: “the process of continually 

renewing and organisation’s direction, structure, and capabilities to serve the ever-

changing needs of external and internal customers” (2001, p. 111). The change 

literature, spanning a period of over 50 years, is characterised by a diversity of 
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approaches and opinions (Waddell et al. 2017). There is no universal change model 

and no one way to successfully implement change. Some of the more prominent 

approaches include Lewin’s three-step model (1951), Kotter’s (1996) eight-step plan, 

action research (Lewin 1946), the ADKAR (awareness, desire, knowledge, ability 

and reinforcement) model (Hiatt & Creasey 2003) and the organisational 

development (OD) model (Marshak & Grant 2008).   

Dunphy and Stace (1988) argued change management should be approached from a 

situational perspective, as change strategies should vary to achieve ‘optimum fit’ 

within a changing environment. Their model categorised change (from fine-tuning, 

through incremental adjustment, modular transformation to corporate transformation) 

and suggested the style of management needed to enable the change. This was 

perceived as a criticism of a dominant paradigm of the 1980s that focused on 

incremental rather than radical change (Dunphy & Stace 1993). Since then, 

transformational change has been more accepted (Bartunek & Louis 1988). Balogun 

and Jenkins (2003) provided another perspective; arguing existing transformational 

or strategic change models did not capture the complexity of the change process and 

that change should be seen as a knowledge management process.    

A capacity to react to changing environments is also a core concept in DCs theory 

(Wang & Wang 2017). DCs have developed into a strong research field attempting to 

understand how firms change and adapt (Wilden et al. 2016). Organisations’ abilities 

to remain competitive depend on their capacities for change and renewal (Lawson & 

Samson 2001; Prahalad & Hamel 1990; Teece, Pisano & Shuen 1997).  According to 

Schilke et al. (2018), a distinguishing feature of the DCs literature is its systematic 

approach to strategic change. Others (Easterby-Smith, Lyles & Peteraf 2009) argued 

DCs theory has practical implications for managers and consulting practitioners. 
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However, following an extensive meta-analysis, Vogel and Guttel (2013) called for 

more research into the practical ways in which DCs can help reconfigure firms’ 

resource bases. They suggested research into the management of change has not yet 

been fully integrated with the DCs approach, a view supported by Arend and 

Bromiley (2009). Wang and Wand (2017) also noted that research that combines 

environmental variables and their impact on shaping changes in a firm’s strategy has 

been rare. 

Prior research suggests managing change is difficult (Brown & Eisenhardt 1997; 

Edmondson, Bohmer & Pisano 2001; Kotter 1996) and is often impeded by 

resistance at an individual, group and organisational level (Ford, Ford & D'Amelio 

2008; Piderit 2000). Further Pettigrew et al. (1992, p. 6) claimed there are only few 

studies of change that reveal the change process, noting organisational change are 

“often preoccupied with the intricacies of narrow changes rather than the holistic and 

dynamic analysis of changing”. Additionally, Cyert (Cyert 1983) noted that few 

theoretical frameworks have addressed organisation change and strategy 

development in universities. Consequently, this study attempted to investigate the 

link between DCs and change management, with resistance to change being 

addressed at a practical level. Chapter 6: 6 will analyse these connections in a greater 

depth. 

2.6.3 Sustainable Competitive Advantage (SCA) 

The DCs approach suggests competitive advantage originates from an organisation’s 

ability to integrate develop and reconfigure competencies and resources in rapidly 

changing environments (Teece et al. 1997), which proposes a unique set of resources 

is not enough to achieve SCA (Eloranta & Turunen 2015). This argument follows 

Mazzarol and Soutar’s (2012) suggestion that, in the university sector, as in most 
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industries, SCA is a function of developing distinctive competences and others’ 

suggestion that DCs should be used as a strategic tool in developing SCA (López 

2005; Harreld, O’Reilly III & Tushman 2007). 

Among the biggest challenges facing the higher education sector is how to strike a 

balance between traditional structures and operations and the new market-driven 

dimensions of global competition (de Haan 2015). Universities need to seek new 

ways of gaining a competitive advantage (Brown 2010; Mazzarol & Soutar 2012).    

The concept of ‘competitive advantage’ was arguably first described by Ansoff 

(Ansoff 1965, p. 79) as the “properties of individual products/markets which will 

give the firm a strong competitive position”. The term competitive advantage gained 

popularity mostly due to the work of Porter (1980), whose ‘five forces model’ linked 

industry structure to the state of competition within that industry. In particular, Porter 

linked the idea to the concept of value, arguing creating economic value is the means 

by which firms can achieve competitive advantage.  

The concept of SCA has expanded from products to services, from profit generation 

to value creation and from the quality of specific services or products to overall 

performance (de Haan 2015).  Barney (1991, p. 102) suggested “SCA occurs when 

current and potential competitors are unable to duplicate the value-creating strategy 

adopted by the firm and the benefits of such a strategy” and Grant (1991) provided a 

practical framework for strategic analysis through the relationship between 

resources, capabilities, SCA and profitability. He argued important determinants of 

SCA included durability, transparency, transferability, and replicability.  

In their systematic literature review, Eloranta and Turunen (2015) identified four 

distinct strategic views about the sources of competitive advantage (competitive 

market forces (Porter 1980), the RBV (Barney 1986), the DCs model (Teece et al. 
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1997) and the relational view (Dyer & Singh 1998). In the market model, industry 

structure directs strategic choices and available competitive advantage. The RVB 

perspective suggests competitive and entrepreneurial actions can impact on the 

market environment. Competitive advantage, therefore, arises out of organisations’ 

difficult-to-imitate resources. The DCs framework sees competitive advantage in 

adaptation, integration, and reconfiguration of skills, resources and competencies in a 

dynamic environment. The relational view argues competitive advantage comes from 

the joint contributions of specific partnerships and the service ecosystem (Eloranta & 

Turunen 2015).   

As mentioned earlier, there are different views about the DCs and SCA relationship. 

While Teece et al. (1997) suggested a strong link, Eisenhardt and Martin (2000, 

p.1106) argued DCs are necessary, but not sufficient for achieving SCA. Strategy 

scholars have, in general, agreed that firm-level dynamic capabilities, VIRO 

resources and capabilities lead to SCA. In rapidly changing market environments, 

organisations have to nurture and execute appropriate DCs to stay ahead of the 

competition (Zahra et al. 2006).  

Unlike earlier, mostly static frameworks, the DCs approach recognised that, as 

markets and technologies advance, organisations need to adjust by reallocating assets 

and learning new skills (Harreld, O’Reilly III & Tushman 2007). More recent studies 

(Barrales‐Molina, Martínez‐López & Gázquez‐Abad 2014) argue DCs’ role is to 

sustain competitiveness by combining, enhancing, protecting and reconfiguring 

intangible and tangible assets. Pisano (2017, p. 747) argued that, after decades of 

debate about definitions and an “elusive search for properties that make 

organizations adaptable”, the DCs literature needed to focus on identifying and 
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selecting the capabilities that lead to competitive advantage. This discussion will be 

revisited in Chapter 6.4.  

2.7 SUMMARY  

This Chapter presented a critical overview of the DCs literature and discussed the 

key theories, themes and developments that have shaped this field. The chronological 

overview of the development of the theory, with a focus on criticism and 

controversy, formed a background against which this study’s aims and research 

design were formed.   The review suggested the body of knowledge in this area is 

significant and growing. However, its fast growth has led to different definitions and 

approaches (e.g. Teece et al. (1997) and Eisenhardt & Marin (2000)). A justification 

for supporting Teece et al.’s (1997) views about the role of environmental turbulence 

and the strong link between SCA and DCs was presented.  

The prominence of the DCs approach in strategic management is widely 

acknowledged. As many authors have noted, however, there is a need to explore its 

applications in contexts beyond the private sector. Further, DCs have been primarily 

researched within innovation-generating firms and relatively few studies have 

focused on the public sector. By focusing on a different context (a university), this 

research has the potential to provide a contribution to the academic literature and 

managerial practice, as public sector organisations play crucial social and economic 

roles and are subject to the same change-making forces as the private sector.   

The review also uncovered a lack of a ‘dynamic’ metaphor that captures the nature of 

DCs. While existing knowledge based on DCs is arguably one of the most active 

research areas in strategic management, it is also diverse, complex, sometimes 

abstract and difficult to describe. The lack of a metaphor that captures the dynamic 
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process of DCs in the current literature led to the development of a new ‘dynamic’ 

cogwheel model relevant to the university sector, which is presented later in the 

thesis.   

Finally, this Chapter discussed the literature that links DCs and this study’s three 

main themes (change management, SCA and organisational culture). The next 

Chapter outlines the methodology, research design, sampling approach and data 

analysis procedures used. Deeply rooted in the Literature Review, the Methodology 

Chapter begins with an overview of different research methods used in business 

research and then explores previous empirical DC studies, before discussing the 

approach taken here.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

There are in fact a number of reasons for selecting a methodological 

approach, but one’s decision often expresses values about what the world is 

like, how one ought to understand it, and what the most important threats to 

that understanding are. The method selected encourages one to adopt 

conventions of presentation that advance certain kinds of arguments for the 

credibility of one’s conclusions (Firestone 1987, p. 20). 

This Chapter presents and discusses the methodology that was used in conducting the 

present research program that examined dynamic capabilities (DCs) in a university 

setting. The first few sections outline the different methods used in management 

research, including their advantages and disadvantages in relation to the present 

project’s research aims.  This is followed by an overview of previous research 

conducted in the DCs domain.  Subsequent sections present and justify the research 

design and data collection strategy chosen for this study. The Chapter concludes with 

some details of the documents used and the project’s procedural requirements, such 

as ethics approval, data management, and pilot testing, which are particularly 

important for a doctoral thesis. 

Business research can be described as “a systematic and organized effort to 

investigate a specific problem or opportunity encountered in the work setting that 

needs a solution” (Cavana, Delahaye & Sekaran 2001, p. 5). Collaborative business 

research is not possible without an opportunity to carefully observe the processes at 

work that provide cross-functional perspectives of the problems of interest. On the 
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other hand, scientific rigour demands a commitment to real features of the physical 

world, not just opinions or theories. One of the biggest strengths of the scientific 

method in business research is its attempt to collate evidence in such a way that 

others can see how the evidence was collated, why it was collated and could draw 

their own conclusions based on that evidence. 

Easterby-Smith (2002) suggested three main factors make managerial research 

distinctive, namely:  

1. The eclectic nature of management, as managers need to be able to work 

across boundaries and use knowledge from numerous disciplines. 

2. Power and accessibility, as managers are unlikely to allow research access 

to their organisations unless they see commercial or personal advantage.   

3. A need for practical consequences, as should be able to take action in light 

of the research results.  

Having recognised the significance of those factors, three distinct approaches to 

research (qualitative, quantitative and mixed-method) (Bryman 2006) were 

considered for this study. Qualitative research focuses on understanding the world 

from participants’ perspectives and tries to examine and articulate processes (Pratt 

2009). As such, it tends to address “how” questions, rather than “how many” 

questions. Quantitative research is usually expressed in numbers, percentages and 

rates and tries to answer questions such as “how much”, “how many” or “how 

often”? The mixed method approach involves collecting, analysing, and interpreting 

quantitative and qualitative data in a single study of the same underlying 

phenomenon (Leech & Onwuegbuzie 2009).  Short descriptions of each method and 

their application for this study are presented next. 
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3.2 QUALITATIVE RESEARCH 

Qualitative research can provide a working foundation for research, especially in 

areas where little is known about the subject. Qualitative research is a situated 

activity that locates the observer in the relevant situation and involves an 

interpretative, naturalistic approach to the world (Denzin & Lincoln 2000). 

Qualitative research “addresses questions about how social experience is created and 

given meaning and produces representations of the world that make the world 

visible” (Gephart 2004, p. 456).  

Qualitative research tends to use inductive reasoning, in which a researcher 

commences his or her study with detailed observations of the world and then moves 

towards more theoretical generalisations and ideas (Cavana, Delahaye & Sekaran 

2001). On the other hand, deductive research, which is generally linked with a 

quantitative methodology, begins with a development of hypothesis followed by the 

collection and analysis of empirical evidence. In other words, an inductive researcher 

establishes a general proposition based on observed facts, while a deductive 

researcher works from more general to more specific reasoning.    

Qualitative research is important in the strategic management domain for several 

reasons. Firstly, it provides insights that are difficult to obtain with quantitative 

research, such as data depth and detail, and the individual experiences of 

respondents. Such rich data enlarges our understanding of the human condition 

(Weick 2007). Secondly, it offers detailed descriptions of actions in real-life 

contexts; thus generating a base for understanding the social processes that underlie 

management.  Qualitative methods vary widely, including case studies, interviews, 

observational methods, grounded theory, and textual analysis (Gephart 2004). This 

research method is especially useful for clarifying competing views that can coexist 
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in relation to the same issue (Pettigrew & Roberts 2011). Finally, qualitative research 

is often depicted as an open-ended approach, which means researchers do not need to 

predetermine precise measures and constructs in order to begin data collection 

(Graebner, Martin & Roundy 2012).   

In management contexts, many issues arise due to the complexity of testing 

management theories. It is not always possible to conduct truly scientific 

investigations because results may not be exact or accurate, as assumptions 

surrounding conditions may have an impact on the research findings. This is often 

due to problems with quantifying feelings, attitudes and perceptions (Sekaran 2009). 

Qualitative data is usually expressed in the language of impressions, feelings, and 

images that are better equipped to deal with such research contexts. This is often 

achieved by engaging readers in the narrative, “not only for them to discover the 

realities of the field at hand, but to reflect on propositions that are a priori beyond 

their sphere of the probable, to rethink and question taken-for-granted assumptions 

and ideas (also reflexivity)” (Jonsen, Fendt & Point 2017, pp. 50-51).   

Qualitative methods are sometimes criticised for being difficult to precisify, broad in 

scope and used across numerous disciplines, which, in turn, define them in different 

ways (Pettigrew & Roberts 2011). They can be difficult to ‘pin down’ due to their 

flexible and emergent character (Van Maanen 1998). Effective qualitative research is 

difficult and challenging to undertake. Many scholars believe good qualitative 

research is both more time-consuming to conduct, and more difficult to publish than 

good quantitative research (Gephart 2004). Indeed, most research in top journals uses 

quantitative approaches, even where qualitative or exploratory methods may have 

been more appropriate (Sutter & Pjesky 2007).  
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3.2.1 Types of data collection considered for this study 

There are several methods of obtaining data for research purposes. Given the 

inductive approach used, and the fit between the study’s research aims and the 

phenomenon being studied, a number of approaches were considered.  These 

included focus groups, semi-structured one-on-one interviews, participant 

observation and secondary data collection that are discussed in subsequent sections. 

Focus groups 

Focus groups are “a form of group interview that capitalises on communication 

between research participants in order to generate data” (Kitzinger 1995, p. 299). 

They can be an effective way to gain in-depth data from different perspectives.  The 

focus group methodology is an effective way to examine the underlying logic used 

by participants. Hartman (2004) suggests focus groups are a relatively inexpensive, 

data-rich, flexible and stimulating means of gathering qualitative research 

information. She suggests business researchers should take full advantage of focus 

groups when undertaking research. Similarly, Creswell (2007) suggests focus groups 

are advantageous when the time to collect information is limited, and when people 

may be hesitant to provide information in one-on-one settings.    

Another advantage of using focus groups is to enable participants to react to and 

build on the responses of other group members. This may produce data that might 

not have been uncovered during individual interviews (Stewart & Shamdasani 2014). 

This technique was also efficient, insofar as it allowed the researcher to gather 

information from multiple respondents in one session. However, the group dynamic 

may curb false or extreme views.  Polkinghorne (2005, p. 140) argues: “multiple 

participants serve as kind of triangulation on the experience, locating its core 

meaning by approaching it through different accounts”.   All of these points were 
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considered relevant to the present study, which meant focus groups were likely to be 

a useful way to collect needed data.  

Although focus groups are an important research tool, Stewart and Shamdasani 

(2014) have pointed out that they have some limitations, namely: 

1. A small number of respondents in a focus group can often only be 

considered as convenience samples, which may limit the generalisation of 

results. 

2.  Respondent interactions may result in a “group think”. 

3. The “live” and immediate nature of these interactions may lead a researcher 

to place greater faith in the findings than is warranted. 

4. The open-ended nature of responses often makes summarisation and 

interpretation difficult. 

5. The moderator may bias results by knowingly or unknowingly providing 

cues about the desirable types of responses or seeking to achieve group 

consensus.  

These limitations lead Stewart and Shamdasani (2014) to suggest focus groups 

should most often be used as a preliminary stage in a research program.  These 

limitations were taken into account in the design and facilitation of the focus groups. 

Many attempts were made to obtain a large group of participants for each of the five 

focus groups. To minimise each of the five challenges identified by Stewart and 

Shamdasani (2014) the following strategy was adopted: 

• A generic invitation to potential focus group participants was followed by 

a more personalised email. 

• Light refreshments were provided.   
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• A common lunch time (when no other activities are scheduled) was chosen 

for the meetings, as this was seen as the most convenient time for 

participants working on campus. 

• A convenient, centrally located venue was used that provided easy access 

for participants. 

• To prevent “group think” a large group of participants was divided into 

sub-groups, in which the participants had a chance to consider questions. 

The summary of the discussions held in sub-groups was subsequently 

presented at a plenary session of all of the groups.  

• Individual tasks were designed at the end of the focus group to allow the 

more extreme views to emerge. 

• The facilitator encouraged quieter individuals to speak up by asking for 

their opinion. 

• Five focus groups were conducted, followed by a series of one-on-one 

interviews and the collection of secondary data. 

• Two software programs (NVivo and Leximancer) were used to analyse the 

data to reduce bias. 

• The facilitator was trained in workshop facilitation, data collection and 

analysis. 

• A focus group questionnaire and protocol was developed to prevent the 

facilitator from providing cues or seeking consensus.   
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Semi-structured one-on-one in-depth interviews 

Asking questions and getting answers is a harder task than it may seem.  Despite this, 

interviews are among the most popular strategies for collecting qualitative data 

(Silverman 2013). The different strategies for interviewing have emerged from 

diverse disciplinary angles and resulted in a variation of interviewing methods 

(Edwards & Holland 2013). Semi-structured in-depth interviews are the most widely 

used interviewing technique in qualitative research. They are generally organised 

around a set of predetermined, open-ended questions that allow other questions to 

emerge from the dialogue between the interviewer and the interviewee. Most 

commonly, each individual is interviewed once, for periods of time ranging from 

thirty minutes to (in extreme cases) a few hours (DiCicco‐Bloom & Crabtree 2006). 

Mason (2002) suggests that, despite considerable variation in tradition and style, 

such interviews have some common features, namely:  

1. The interactional exchange of dialogue. 

2. A thematic, topic-centred, biographical, or narrative approach, with a 

flexible structure. 

3. A perspective that knowledge is contextual and situated, requiring a 

researcher to bring the relevant context into focus so that situated 

knowledge can be produced.  

A key benefit of the semi-structured interview technique is the list of topics the 

researcher intends to cover (Sekaran 2013). This type of schedule reminds the 

researcher of potential questions, possible follow-up questions and allows the 

researcher to probe further in response to the answers given (Thomas 2010).  

According to Easterby-Smith (2002), semi-structured and unstructured interviews are 

appropriate when: 
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• It is necessary to understand the constructs the interviewees use as a basis 

for their opinions and beliefs. 

• The step-by-step logic of a situation is not clear. 

• The subject-matter is confidential.  

The value of the one-on-one interviews to the research programme overall is 

substantial, given Bariball’s (1994) list of its advantages:  

1. Potential to overcome the poor response rates found in many survey 

studies. 

2. Ability to explore attitudes, values, beliefs, and motives. 

3. Ability to evaluate the validity of the respondent’s answers by observing 

non-verbal indicators. 

4.  Ability to ensure all questions are answered. 

5. Ability to ensure respondents do not receive assistance from others while 

formulating a response.  

However, this type of data collection is not without challenges. Interviewees must be 

willing to speak and share ideas. A shy or less articulate interviewee may present 

researchers with a challenge and less rich data (Creswell 2007). Further, due to the 

synchronous character of the one-on-one interview, an interviewer must concentrate 

on both the questions asked and the answers given, especially where subsequent 

questions must be formulated in the interview on the basis of previous answers 

(Opdenakker 2006). Such interviews also require considerable effort and time and 

can be costly (Opdenakker 2006). Some types of interviewing are better suited to 

particular situations than others and researchers “must be aware of the implications, 

pitfalls, and problems of the types of the interviews they choose” (Fontana & Frey 
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2000, p. 667). The implications of these concerns for this study and the strategies 

used to mitigate the risks are presented subsequently in section 3.7. 

Case studies 

A case study describes a single unit of analysis or event (Gephart 2004). The case 

study is “empirical inquiry about a contemporary phenomenon (i.e., a ‘case’) set 

within its real-world context—especially when the boundaries between phenomenon 

and context are not clearly evident” (Yin 2012, p. 4). According to Yin (2012), case 

studies can be useful when researchers are examining descriptive or explanatory 

questions, which was the case in the present study. Case studies also emphasise the 

study of a phenomenon in its real-world context. 

Case studies typically combine a number of data collection methods, such as 

interviews, questionnaires, observations and archival information. The evidence may 

be qualitative, quantitative or both (Eisenhardt 1989). Case studies may involve 

contextual analyses of situations in organisations (Sekaran 2013). The purpose of the 

research case is to contribute to knowledge in a particular field (Myers 2009). 

Participant observation  

Participant observation is an observational method, in which researchers gather data 

within a research setting. This may involve social interaction with subjects in the 

field, direct observations of relevant events, formal and informal interviewing, and 

the collection of documents (Gephart 2004). In participant observation, it is common 

for a researcher to play a role as a member of a group, and to use subjective 

experiences and critical data.  Participant observation has its genesis in 

anthropological research, where researchers lived with societies and tribes in attempt 

to understand their customs and practices. Organisations can be seen as ‘tribes’ with 
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their own customs and practices. It is therefore unsurprising that observations have 

been used in management research (Easterby-Smith 2002). 

The researcher in this case had been employed by the organisation studied for more 

than 10 years before starting the present project.  This helped develop an ‘insider’s 

view’ and enabled an in-depth analysis of the phenomenon under examination. 

Experiencing an organisation from the inside is crucial for participant observation 

(Eriksson & Kovalainen 2016), and this was true, here. Additionally, still-active 

networks throughout the organisation played an important role in gaining access to 

high-level decision-makers. It is important to note that one of the limitations of 

participant observation is potential observation bias. Researchers are likely to have a 

strong interest in the field. There are, however, ways of minimising this bias, such as 

through the use of a structured research protocol, involving supervisors in coding, 

using complementary software packages (NVivo and Leximancer) to derive nodes 

and themes, and being aware of personal biases while asking questions (Voss, 

Tsikriktsis & Frohlich 2002), all of which were implemented in this case.  

3.3 QUANTITATIVE RESEARCH 

The distinction between quantitative and qualitative techniques is not always clear. 

However, one important feature of quantitative research is that the process of data 

collection is distinct from its analysis (Easterby-Smith 2002). Generally, quantitative 

research is seen as objective and valid, and may be carried out through appropriate 

experimental designs (Hartas 2015). Quantitative research follows a deductive 

process that seeks to validate theories by testing hypotheses using objective 

measurements and statistical analysis (Firestone 1987). Deductive reasoning builds 

on developed theories, rather than expecting theories to emerge from the data (Hartas 
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2015).  Thus, quantitative research presupposes a positivist philosophy that assumes 

social facts and objective realities exist apart from people’s beliefs (Firestone 1987).  

A quantitative researcher typically uses experimental or correlational approaches to 

reduce bias, error and other ‘noise’ that may obstruct a clear perception of the facts 

(Cronbach 1975).  

Quantitative research is often used for theory testing, requiring the researcher to 

maintain a distance from the research to avoid biasing the results (Cooper 2008). One 

criticism of deductive reasoning is that the theories which quantitative researchers 

aim to test have not been developed with a sufficient degree of engagement with 

participants’ narratives and views of the world (Hartas 2015). However, quantitative 

research is by no means a mechanical or digital tool that is unable to generate new 

insights. Bryman (2006) argues that the imaginative application of techniques can 

result in new understandings. When used as part of a mixed-method approach, the 

potential for unexpected outcomes is multiplied.  

3.4 THE MIXED-METHOD APPROACH 

The mixed-method approach is “a vehicle for cross validation when two or more 

distinct methods are found to be congruent and yield comparable data” (Jick 1979, p. 

602).  Further, Bryman (Bryman 2006) noted five justifications for combining 

quantitative and qualitative research, namely: (1) triangulation, (2) complementarity, 

(3) development, through which results from one method are used to develop or 

inform the other method, (4) initiation of a new perspective and (5) expansion of the 

breath and range of inquiry. The integration of qualitative and quantitative methods 

triangulates the research design and enables the use of both a positivist and 

interpretative research approach (Cavana, Delahaye & Sekaran 2001).  
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Edmondson and McManus (2007) suggested that, as management theories mature, an 

intermediate stage emerges and the appropriate methodological fit for assessing them 

is a mixture of qualitative and quantitative approaches. Their model suggests 

qualitative research, including interviews and case studies, is appropriate for theory 

in a nascent state. However, to progress to a mature theory, a hybrid of qualitative 

and quantitative methods should be used, as “the two methods can be combined 

successfully in cases where the goal is to increase validity of new measures through 

triangulation” (Edmondson & McManus (2007, p. 1157).   As Bryman (2004) noted, 

there are a variety of ways in which this could be done successfully: 

1. Triangulation. Some studies explicitly use quantitative and qualitative 

research methods to assess the extent to which the available data are 

mutually reinforcing. 

2. Preparation. Qualitative research is sometimes used to prepare for 

quantitative research, aiding in the generation of hypotheses, and the 

development of research instruments.  

3. Expansion and complementarity. Quantitative and qualitative research 

methods are frequently combined, such that one data set may expand on the 

other set. 

4. Different issues. Quantitative and qualitative data are collected to examine 

different research questions or topics. 

5. General patterns plus meaning.  Here, quantitative data are used to reveal 

general patterns, such as leaders’ effectiveness levels, while qualitative data 

provide insight into the meanings that leaders’ behaviours has for 

followers. 

While a mixed-method approach was considered for this study, it was not chosen as 

Easterby-Smith (2002) argue for caution when mixing methods when not necessarily, 

as this may lead to contradiction and confusion. Also, the phenomenon being 
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investigated was complex, such highly contextualised findings can be difficult to mix 

with quantitative data that seek to generate law-like findings (Bryman 2004).  

As the topic being studied was multifarious, the decision was made to use one 

method. In this case, a qualitative approach was considered more appropriate as this 

enabled a focus to be made on the depth of the data.  Further research design 

justification is presented in section 3.6 of this Chapter. 

3.5 PREVIOUS RESEARCH INTO DCS AND DATA ANALYSIS  

The review of the relevant DCs literature, which was presented in Chapter 2, 

suggested that, although the DCs approach has been very well researched in the 

theoretical literature, more empirical research is needed.  Prior empirical studies have 

primarily addressed for-profit organisations or industry specific processes (Arend & 

Bromiley 2009), with very few studies relevant to the public sector in general (Pablo 

et al. 2007) and tertiary education, in particular.  

Due to the limited number of empirical DCs studies from the sector in the published 

literature, PhD and DBA theses were examined.  The ProQuest Dissertations and 

Theses Global Database (PDTGD, 2018) found 69 such theses, of which 19 focused 

on service industries (see Chapter 2.5.1). This suggested a research gap and a need to 

explore DCs in the tertiary education sector as it is not obvious that the findings of 

these studies can be generalised to public sector, let alone to unique university 

environment.   

At this stage, a strong focus was placed on the methodology, data collection and the 

type of scales used in previous research. Most prior DCs literature has addressed 

specific processes and has been based primarily on case studies (Arend & Bromiley 

2009), which is also the chosen method for the thesis. An analysis of previous theses 
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suggested the main research approach has been quantitative in nature. Out of the 69 

theses 39 used a quantitative method, 17 used a mixed-method approach while only 

13 used a qualitative approach.  

The summary of the theses using a qualitative methodology (Table 3.1) and mixed-

methodology (Table 3.2) are presented subsequently. The mixed-method studies 

typically used semi-structured interviews followed by a survey that was analysed 

using a variety of methods (Atkinson 2009; Gupta 2012; Mohamed 2013; O'Brien 

2010). The qualitative methods used included semi-structured interviews (Anderson 

2016; Hitchcock 2012), multiple case studies (Fillingim 2018; Hackett 2012; Harvey 

2014; Mohamed 2013; Murray-Noel 2018; Newsom 2009; Winter 2017; Wong 

2014), single case study (Marshall 2018) and/or experimental design (Gonzalez 

2017; Seoudi 2008).  Previous doctoral DCs research has investigated strategic 

decision-making (Atkinson 2009), knowledge creation (Gupta 2012), executive 

knowledge acquisition (Hitchcock 2012), performance improvement (Mohamed 

2013), leadership behaviour (Bussey 2013), and business model innovation (Wong 

2014).  

As already noted, the primary focus of previous doctoral studies had been on 

quantitative research, suggesting the qualitative method may have been underused by 

doctoral students.  This thesis intended to fill this gap. Having reviewed the various 

methodological approaches used in managerial research in general and in prior DCs 

studies and doctoral research, the next section of the Chapter discusses and offers a 

rationalisation for the project’s research design. 
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Table 3.1 Summary of doctoral theses using qualitative methods 

Author Research method Thesis type Sector 

Anderson (2016)  Qualitative (interviews) DBA Medical 
practitioners 

Fillingim (2018)  Qualitative (multiple case study) DBA Oilfield service 
companies 

Gonzalez (2017)  Qualitative multiple exploratory case study DBA Various 
immigrant 
businesses 

Hackett  (2012)  Qualitative (multiple case study of three 
organisations) 

 

PhD Global telecom 

Harvey (2014)  Qualitative (case studies) PhD Nursing 

 

Hitchcock (2012)  Qualitative (semi-structured interviews) PhD Various 
commercial 
organisations 

Marshall (2018)  Qualitative (single-case study) DBA Craft beer 
breweries  

Mohamed (2013)  Qualitative (multiple case study of three 
organisations)  

 

PhD Public sector 

Murray-Noel (2018)  Qualitative (multiple case study) DBA Music recording 

Newsom (2009)  Qualitative (qualitative comparable 
analysis) 

 

PhD Cross-section 

Seoudi (2008) Qualitative 

(meta-analysis/literature review)  

 

PhD Literature 
review 

Winter (2017)  Qualitative (case study) 

 

DBA Restaurants 

Wong (2014)  Qualitative (exploratory multiple case 
studies based on semi-structured 
interviews) 

 

DBA Academic-spin 
off companies  
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Table 3.2 Summary of doctoral theses using mixed-method 

Author Research method Thesis type Sector 

Alaghehband (2013)  

 

Mixed-method (single case of IT 
outsourcing and cross-sectional 
survey across industries)  

PhD IT sourcing 

Anderson (2012)  Mixed-method (multiple case 
study) 

 

PhD IT 

Atkinson (2009)  Mixed-method (two case studies 
including action research model 
followed by computation of 
statistical testing) 

 

PhD Manufacturers 
and software 
developers 

Banjongprasert (2014)   Mixed-method (interviews 
followed by surveys and multiple 
regression analysis) 

 

PhD Hotels 

Graham (2015)  Mixed-method PhD Cross-section 

Gupta (2012)  Mixed-method (semi-structured 
interviews followed by 
confirmatory factor analysis and 
other multivariate techniques 

 

PhD Mining and 
mineral 
processing  

Iñigo Alday (2017)  Mixed-method (multiple case 
studies and statistical analysis) 

 

PhD Cross-section  

Liu (2015)  Mixed-method (statistical analysis 
and case studies) 

PhD USA join-venture 
companies 

Martin (2014)  Mixed-method (literature review 
and thematic synthesis) 

D. Mgt Literature review 

O'Brien (2010)  Mixed-method (semi-structured 
interviews followed by qualitative  
analysis of on-line survey) 

 

PhD Crisis relief 

Pavlou (2004) Mixed-method (field interviews 
followed by online survey) 

PhD Various 
industries 

Peterson (2012)  Mixed-method (multiple case study 
followed by a quantitative 
questionnaire) 

 

PhD Textile and 
apparel  
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Author Research method Thesis type Sector 

Reese (2017)  Mixed–method (Observation 
Oriented Modelling and inferential 
coding) 

 

PhD Automotive 

Richey (2003)  Mixed-method (field interviews 
followed by survey) 

 

PhD Retailers and 
manufacturers 

Shi (2005)  Mixed-method (interviews 
followed by survey) 

 

PhD Global account 
management 

Thomas (2011) Mixed-method (interviews 
followed by surveys) 

 

PhD Various CPM 
vendors 

Torres (2015)  Mixed –method (semi-structured 
focus groups followed by survey 
and SEM) 

 

PhD Cross-section of 
industries 

 

3.6 RESEARCH DESIGN JUSTIFICATION 

A research design provides a structure and suggests the supporting procedures for 

collecting, analysing, and interpreting data (Bryman 2004; Creswell 2007). Having 

considered three distinct approaches (i.e. quantitative, qualitative and mixed-method) 

(Bryman 2006), a qualitative design was chosen. It included a two-phase approach 

(i.e. secondary data collection and analysis followed by primary data collection and 

analysis), as this approach was consistent with the study’s goals. Easterby-Smith, 

Lyles and Peteraf (2009) pointed out the strength of prior DCs qualitative studies in 

providing a detailed description of the DCs processes: management’s role, the 

reconfiguration of DCs, and the interaction of DCs with the environment.  

The research’s aims were to define DCs in the University context, to investigate how 

a University has been utalising its DCs during a period of organisational change, and 
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to develop links between the University’s DCs and SCA in a turbulent environment.  

As noted earlier, as the focus was on participants’ perceptions and their views of the 

University’s DCs, a qualitative method was chosen. Qualitative research tends to 

address “how” questions, and tries to examine and articulate processes (Pratt 2009). 

More importantly, Eisenhardt and Martin (2000) pointed out DCs capabilities are 

embedded in firm-level organisational processes and routines and, thus, are difficult 

to identify through quantitative research.  

The review of the methodologies used in previous doctoral studies also suggested 

qualitative designs had been underused in this domain and may, therefore, produce 

new and interesting insights.  Indeed, Wilden, Devinney and Dowling (2016) claim 

that the exploration of different conceptualisations of DCs demands different 

methodological approaches. Scholarly articles that have chosen qualitative methods 

generally have concentrated their investigation on questions regarding the 

development of DCs and underlying routines with little emphasis on understanding 

how that relates to firm performance. On the other hand, quantitative studies have 

focused on understanding the impact that DCs have on performance, with little 

concern for how impact is realised in via organisation routines and managerial 

actions. Since this study focused on the link between DCs and SCA, it was seen as 

logical to use qualitative approaches when investigating this issue.    

Some DCs researchers have argued that the body of research in this domain is very 

rich, but requires a more structured and focused approach, as current attempts at 

clarifying DCs’ theoretical foundations  do not go far enough  (Barreto 2010; 

MacLean, MacIntosh & Seidl 2015). Others claim that, even with a clear definition, 

DCs are difficult to identify (Collis 1994; Easterby-Smith, Lyles & Peteraf 2009; 

Zahra, Sapienza & Davidsson 2006). As a capacity to effect change, they remain 
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hidden until used and may not ever be exercised to their fullest potential. They are 

associated with intangibles and tacit elements, such as knowledge management, 

innovation and organisational culture. In addition, a major challenge seems to be the 

difficulty in distinguishing DCs and operational capabilities (Kuuluvainen 2012). 

Moreover, Arend and Bromiley (2009, p. 85) found a lack of consensus as to how to 

measure DCs and noted “these differences in measurement raise doubts about 

whether the measures really reflect dynamic capabilities, or even if they address the 

same construct”.  

A case study approach was appropriate here, given the researcher’s inductive interest 

in the “how” of DCs. Further, it is a proper research strategy when studying 

contemporary phenomena in natural contexts (Yin 2012). This approach gives richer 

contextual insights and an in-depth understanding of processes that have been rarely 

investigated in this context (Rasmussen, Mosey & Wright 2014). The impact of 

inductive thinking that case study-based research provides may suggest novel 

concepts and paradigms. Finally, case studies allow for the combination of data 

sources, such as interviews, observations and documents (Eisenhardt 1989; Yin 

2012; Dubois & Gadde 2002), which can be important in holistic DCs research. An 

eight-step process of building theory from case study research suggested by 

Eisenhardt (1989), which can be seen in Figure 3.1, was followed here. 
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Figure 3.1: Building theory from case study research (adapted from Eisenhardt 

(1989) 
 

Having considered the challenges faced when undertaking research about DCs, it 

seemed the best methodological approach was an in-depth qualitative study of one 

university. A single case study method was chosen because “research designs that 

evaluate individual leaders and universities may yield additional insight and 

understanding too” (Leih & Teece 2016, p. 206).  Following Teece (2007), most 

researchers assume dynamic capabilities are specific and unique (Barreto 2010).   
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 Therefore, an in-depth analysis of one university was chosen over a multiple case 

study design, as “the study of more than one case dilutes the overall analysis; the 

more cases an individual studies, the less the depth in any single case” (Creswell 

2007, p. 76). This approach allowed the richness of data to come forward, as “for a 

given set of available resources, the fewer the case studies, the greater the 

opportunity for depth of observation” (Voss, Tsikriktsis & Frohlich 2002, p. 201). 

However, single cases can sometimes be limited in the generalisability of their 

conclusions and may create biases, such as a misjudgement of the case’s 

representativeness. This risk was mitigated by taking a holistic approach to the topic 

and using multiple data sources. Following Mintzberg, a significant emphasis was 

placed on rigorous research design and attention to the research aims in data 

collection. Indeed, as he noted, “no matter how small our sample or what our 

interest,” we always ought to “go into organizations with a well-defined focus – to 

collect specific kinds of data systematically” (Mintzberg 1979, p. 585).  

3.7 QUESTIONNAIRE(S) DESIGN 

3.7.1 One-on-one interviews questionnaire 

Two sets of questionnaires were developed for the one-on-one semi-structured 

interviews (one for the members of the University Executive and one for senior 

managers). The questions were based on the literature review. A strong focus was 

placed on analysing the questions used in previous doctoral studies in the DCs field 

(see Appendix A), and how they related to the study’s research aims. Dubois and 

Gadde (2002) argued that the systematic combining of the framework, theory, the 

empirical world and the case should be continuous throughout the research process. 

This approach allows for the refinement of existing theories through a mixture of 
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established theoretical models and new concepts derived from the empirical 

observations. This approach had been successfully used in the DC research by 

Wilden et al (in press). As a result, a comprehensive table of questions was 

developed and these were used in the development of the interview tools. However, 

the questions were generally used as a guide in a more conversational interview 

style, and departures from the schedule were encouraged (Silverman 2013).   

Although designed as a qualitative study, it was seen as important to measure 

opinions in a more quantitative way to better observe the phenomenon and generalise 

the findings.    

As mentioned earlier, separate questionnaires were designed for Executive Team 

members and senior managers. These can be seen in Appendix B and C.  Different 

questionnaires were needed for specific level of management and parts of the 

University (for senior managers). Also it was felt that some senior managers would 

not be in position to answer questions about higher-level strategic decision-making. 

The front page of the questionnaire included an introduction and definitions of terms. 

The main body of the questionnaire was divided into seven parts that asked about the 

following issues: 

1. The respondent’s background. 

2. Environmental turbulence. 

3. The identification of dynamic capabilities. 

4. The sensing, seizing and reconfiguring. 

5. Measuring performance. 

6. Managing change. 

7. Other issues. 
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3.7.2 Focus group questionnaire 

The focus group questionnaire (Appendix D) and protocol (Appendix E) was based 

on the Executive questionnaire.  However, as shown in Appendix D the 

questionnaire was modified for this different data collection method.  

3.7.3 Pilot testing and modifications 

Following Creswell’s (2007) recommendations, the interview questions and 

procedures were refined through pilot testing. Sampson (2004) also suggested pilot 

testing can be used to refine questionnaires and protocols, assess observer bias, 

suggest research problems and questions and highlight gaps in data collection. Yin 

(2012) and Silverman (2013) recommended a pilot test should be used to refine a 

study’s conceptual framework.  Consequently, a pilot questionnaire was tested on 

three senior managers from a non-tertiary education sector organisation to refine the 

questionnaire and reduce observer bias. This exercise proved to be very effective and 

lead to the following amendments: rectification of duplications, removal of double 

barrel questions, and the inclusion of an extended definition of DCs with specific 

examples, as can be seen in Appendix F. The feedback also resulted in changes to 

some questions presented in Appendix F. 

3.8 DATA COLLECTION 

3.8.1 Sampling 

A purposeful sampling technique (Patton 2005) was used to select between 15 and 20 

participants who have experience with the research topic being explored. The logic 

of purposeful sampling lies in the selection of information-rich participants who are 

able to provide answers relevant to the research questions (Creswell 2007).  The five 
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members of the Executive at the time the study commenced were asked to participate 

in semi-structured one-on-one interviews.  As changes occurred, an invitation to new 

Executive Deans was extended and accepted. The senior managers came from 

faculties, schools, and research centres across the University.  Participants in the one-

on-one interviews were contacted individually by email (as shown in Appendix G) 

and/or phone call. 

The focus groups included people involved in the implementation of strategy and 

change management who could provide perspective on how the strategy was being 

actioned. These participants were selected using personal contacts and snowball 

sampling (Cavana, Delahaye & Sekaran 2001), in which initial members were 

selected purposefully, but additional participants were selected based on 

recommendations provided by the initial participants. These people came from 

different organisational levels within the University and four focus groups were 

undertaken with: (1) people with a change management focus, (2) academics, (3) 

professional staff and (4) students.  

The final (fifth) focus group was made up of a cross-section of participants from the 

University.  Participants were invited by a group email followed by a personal 

message, which can be seen in Appendix H. This strategy proved effective, as the 61 

invitations sent out led to 33 acceptances and 30 participants attending the meetings, 

as can be seen in Table 3.3.  
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Table 3.3 Focus groups’ attendance  

Group Date Invitations sent Invitations 
accepted 

Number of 
attendees 

Change management focus 09/09/2016 11 7 5 

Professional staff 23/09/2016 10 7 7 

Academic staff 14/10/2016 11 6 6 

Students 21/10/2016 21 7 6 

Cross-section 28/20/2016 8 6 6 

 

3.8.2 The two phase approach 

This research was developed in two phases that are discussed in detail in subsequent 

paragraphs.  As can be seen in Figure 3.2, in phase 1 secondary data were collected 

and analysed, while, in phase 2, primary data were collected and analysed. 

Triangulation was incorporated as several secondary and primary data sources were 

used to capture critical information.  

Secondary data from the University were collected from publically available 

documentary sources (e.g. strategic plans and annual reports). Primary data were 

obtained from semi-structured interviews, focus groups and participant observation. 

Phase 1 was undertaken between June 2015 and June 2018, while phase 2 was 

undertaken between September 2016 and June 2018, with most focus groups being 

held in the second half of 2016.  
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Figure 3.2 The two phases of the qualitative data collection 

 

Phase 1 (secondary data collection and analysis) 

In the first phase of the study, the researcher collected and analysed publicly 

available secondary data, including: 

• Strategic plans (current and historical).  

• Strategy discussion papers. 

• Reports and strategy presentations. 

• Press releases. 

• Annual reports.  

The details of the sources of the secondary data can be seen in Table 3.4. This helped 

to better understand the University’s history and context. During this phase, content 

analysis was undertaken through the use of NVivo10 (QSR, 2008), a software 

program commonly used to analyse and manage qualitative data (Bazeley & Jackson 

2013).  This approach was used to identify DCs and put them in categories based on 

the three types of DCs suggested by Teece (2007) (i.e. sensing, seizing and 

reconfiguration).  The approach also provided a way to examine the role DCs played 
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in building SCA in highly dynamic environments, and to see whether there was a 

DCs hierarchy (Collis 1994; Winter 2003).  

Table 3.4 Sources of secondary data 

Publicly available Internally available 

Official websites: 

Official publication of the University: 
http://www.uwa.edu.au/university/publications 

University History:http://www.uwa.edu.au/university/history 

Unistats (2013-2017):  

http://www.spp.uwa.edu.au/ig-reporting/unistats 

Annual Reports (2012-2017):http://www.annualreport.uwa.edu.au 

Strategic Implementation 
Group website 

Executive Information 
System 

https://eis.uwa.edu.au/experie
nce  

UWA in Brief (2012-2017) 

Departmental annual 
reports/strategic directions 

Newsletters: 

UWANews 2012-2014 

http://www.staff.uwa.edu.au/procedures/government-and-corporate-
communication/media/uwanews 

UWA Forward 2015-2018 

https://www.staff.uwa.edu.au/procedures/government-and-corporate-
communication/media/uwa-forward-archive 

Senate minutes 2013-2018 

http://www.governance.uwa.edu.au/committees 

Convocation publications (agenda, minutes, website) 

Australasia Association for Institutional Research  

Open Forum presentations 
(recording available on 
YouTube) 

Media Articles  

Current strategic plan: 

http://www.uwa.edu.au/university/executive/?a=2538343 

Historical strategic plans and 
reports 

Books: 

Seeking Wisdom. A centenary history of the University of Western 
Australia, edited by Jenny Gregory 2013 

Leading the Way. The first 20 years of the Leadership Development 
for Women Program, edited by Lucienne Tessens and Claire Webb 
2014 

Campus in the Community. The University of Western Australia, 
1963-1987, edited by B.K deGardis  1988    

Information from EY (using 
key contacts from the 
Functional Review) 

  

http://www.uwa.edu.au/university/publications
http://www.uwa.edu.au/university/history
http://www.spp.uwa.edu.au/ig-reporting/unistats
http://www.annualreport.uwa.edu.au/
http://www.staff.uwa.edu.au/procedures/government-and-corporate-communication/media/uwanews
http://www.staff.uwa.edu.au/procedures/government-and-corporate-communication/media/uwanews
https://www.staff.uwa.edu.au/procedures/government-and-corporate-communication/media/uwa-forward-archive
https://www.staff.uwa.edu.au/procedures/government-and-corporate-communication/media/uwa-forward-archive
http://www.governance.uwa.edu.au/committees
http://www.uwa.edu.au/university/executive/?a=2538343
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Publicly available Internally available 

Promotional material (collected over time)  

Discussion papers and reports: 

Go8 

www.go8.edu.au/publication-type/reports 

Universities Australia 

www.universitiesaustralia.edu.au/news/submissions-and-reports 

Department of Education and Training Institutional Performance 
Portfolio 

Other state and national universities publications and reports 

Speeches 

Discussion papers and 
reports: 

Strategy and implementation 
of New Courses 2012 

Green papers 

Renewal Project Proposal 

All staff emails (collected over time 2014-2016)  

Other state and national universities publications and reports  

 

Teece et al. (1997) suggested the development of dynamic capabilities is path 

dependent, and grounded in knowledge or resources that are familiar to the 

organisation. Where an organisation can go depends on its current position and the 

path ahead.  However, its current position is affected by the path it has travelled. DCs 

are path dependent due to the fact that organisations typically grow more complex 

over time, and must adapt in response to this complexity. The level of formalisation 

and integration required for large diverse organisations, such as universities, needs 

considerable investment. Clearly, a university is a product of its history and culture 

(Barney 1986a), as well as of previous strategic decisions, including the specific 

assets it had chosen to develop (e.g. teaching spaces and links with the particular 

industry sectors).  Consequently, one of the objectives of this study was to 

investigate the archival documentation to see if the University was making decisions 

based on previous investments. 

 

http://www.go8.edu.au/publication-type/reports
http://www.universitiesaustralia.edu.au/news/submissions-and-reports
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During phase 1, the researcher was employed by the University in an administrative 

role and had access to archival documents such as internal communications, minutes 

of meetings and employee engagement surveys of the organisation that were only 

available to internal users. These documents constituted a rich base and contributed 

to the building of a theoretical framework for the research and also helped ‘set the 

scene’ for the primary data collection phase. During this phase all confidentiality 

requirements were met.  

As is shown in Figure 3.2, phase 1 and phase 2 were not separated, as the secondary 

data collection continued well into phase 2 and beyond. The overlapping of 

secondary and primary data collection using flexible data collection methods was in 

line with step four of the building theory from case study process model developed 

by Eisenhardt (1989a), which was shown in Figure 3.1. The process of developing 

sets of documents and records was conducted on an ongoing basis as new documents 

and new statements became available. In addition, the initial design of phase 2 meant 

the one-on-one interviews with the leadership team was scheduled as step one of the 

process. However, due to the staff changes and staff departures from the University, 

it became clear that the focus groups should have priority in scheduling. 

Phase 2 (primary data collection and analysis)  

Primary data were obtained from five focus groups, participant observation and 15 

semi-structured face-to-face interviews conducted with staff at different 

organisational levels. Figure 3.3 provides details of the stakeholder scope for the 

interviews and focus groups. A multiple-level data collection strategy was used to 

obtain various perspectives. All participants in the one-on-one interviews phase had a 

designated leadership role either within the Executive Team or within University 

departments or institutes. Involving multiple layers of leadership was seen as 
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important, as this research is concerned with leadership alignment across the 

organisation. The details of each step of this phase are discussed in following 

subsections.   

 

Figure 3.3 Stakeholder scope for focus groups and one-one-one interviews 

FOCUS GROUPS 

• Cross-section of University staff involved in Functional Review 

Change management focus 

• Heads of Disciplines,  Heads of Programs, Professors 
• Cross-section of senior academic staff  

Academic perspective 

• Senior Administrative Staff, Team Managers 
• Cross-section of administrative staff 

Professional staff perspective 

• President of the Guild of the Undergraduates, President of the 
Postgraduate Students Association, students  

Student perspective 

• Change management, academic and professional staff and students 

Cross-section of staff 

ONE-ON-ONE INTERVIEWS 

• Former senior decision-makers 

Background/historical framework 

• Members of the Executive 
• Directors, Deans, senior academic decision-makers 

Current context 
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Step 1 (participant observer)  

During the period from September to December 2014, the researcher took part in 

Functional Reviews conducted at the University in conjunction with EY. Following 

the feedback received to a discussion paper distributed in August 2013 the University 

decided to proceed with several changes to its internal operations. Functional 

Reviews commenced in February 2014 and continued in sequence throughout 2014. 

The reviews focused on administrative activities and processes, with widespread staff 

secondment to the project. At that time, the researcher assisted in the development 

and delivery of all work stream activities, such as workshops, progress updates and 

final reports. This experience resulted in the researcher having practical knowledge 

of change management models and tools, workshop facilitation, gap analysis, process 

improvement design and report writing.  These skills, together with 10 years of in-

depth knowledge of University regulations, policies, procedures, and committee 

functions, constituted a participant observer perspective in this research.  

Additionally, a wide network of contacts developed throughout the researcher’s 10  

years at the University played an important role in gaining access to high-level 

decision-makers.  

Step 2 (Focus groups with Functional Reviews, academic and professional 
staff and students) 

Focus groups, which are used to collect data on a specific issue through interactive 

discussion among a number of participants (Sekaran 2013), were chosen for step 1 of 

the Phase 2 data collection process. Typically, a focus group involves four to 12 

participants, although the number or participants depends on a number of factors 

(e.g. the topic being investigated and the moderator’s skills) (Saunders 2009). This 

research obtained data from five focus groups, with each group having from five to 

seven participants from middle and junior levels of the organisation (e.g. team 
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leaders and managers of smaller units), as these staff were likely to be at the ‘sharp 

end’ of implementing strategy and change management.  The first four groups 

included employees who had: 

1. A change management focus, as they were academic and professional staff 

who had been part of the Functional Reviews process.  Such participants 

were Associate Directors, team leaders and managers. 

2. An academic perspective.  Such participants were Heads of Disciplines, 

Heads of Programs, Professors and a cross-section of other academic staff. 

3. A professional staff perspective.  Such participants were senior 

administrative staff, team managers and a cross-section of other 

administrative staff. 

4. A student perspective.  These participants included the President of the 

Guild of Undergraduates, the President of the Postgraduate Students 

Association and other undergraduate and postgraduate students.  

The fifth group included a cross-section of Functional Reviews staff, academics, 

professional staff and students.  

In any focus group, the interviewer’s skills are of critical importance for effective 

data collection. In particular, a group moderator must be able to initiate and facilitate 

discussion (Easterby-Smith 2002). Initiator skills are those concerned with 

establishing and creating rapport before a discussion commences, while facilitating 

or executing skills give participants confidence in a moderator, allow them to steer 

the conversation as required. The researcher’s Functional Reviews experience 

provided these skills and also the knowledge needed to design the focus group 

protocol, which can be seen in Appendix E.  
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Each focus group lasted for around 60 minutes and started with ice-breaking 

activities. The sessions were divided into three main parts that discussed:  

1. Environmental turbulence. 

2. DCs and how they might be identified. 

3. Managing change.   

This was done through subgroup activities and plenary discussions.  However, 

following Cooper’s (2008) suggestion, the agenda was modified as required during 

and across the groups.  After each session, the researcher developed a list of lessons 

learnt that were implemented into the subsequent group. In summary, the lessons 

learnt were: 

1. Arrive at least 30 minutes early to set up the venue by organising the 

resources for the group activities, preparing the white boards and butchers’ 

paper and displaying the definitions of the main terms. To minimise the 

negative effect of the use of abstract terminology, these definitions were 

presented at the beginning of the session and displayed on the wall. 

2. Food brings people together and “breaks the ice’, so invite participants to 

share refreshments at the beginning. To encourage attendance and 

socialisation at the beginning of each group light refreshments were provided. 

This received positive feedback from the participants. 

3. Use the butchers’ paper to keep the discussion ‘on track’ and to focus 

participants on the main points. Colourful post-it notes and butchers’ paper 

were used in individual and group activities, as can be seen in Figure 3.4. 
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4. Time management is extremely important, so allocate the time needed for 

each task before the session (see Appendix E for an example of the time 

allocation for each activity).  

5. Control for group think by dividing participants into subgroups and 

discussing findings; being sure to compare and contrast the answers. 

6. Engage shy participants by asking direct questions in an inviting way. In 

order to manage dominant participants and prevent group think, direct 

questions to less talkative participants were asked in a non-threatening way, 

such as “M. I am interested in your viewpoint as you are part of the team that 

has been involved in…”, “J. what your comment on that statement”. “W. 

would you please share your thoughts with us? I can see you may have a 

different perspective”. In the future, organise two recorders for group 

activities, as it is extremely difficult to transcribe two groups’ activities when 

people talk on top of each other. 

 

Figure 3.4: Focus group room set up, photo by author 

The focus groups received positive feedback, as can be seen in and email received 

from one of the participants. 
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Dear Benita, 

Thank you for inviting me to today’s focus group discussion. The session 

was well-organised and you raised excellent questions. The last question 

about “what do you think [University] has done well since renewal?” was 

very difficult to answer. I am still thinking about this. I believe your thesis 

will be very helpful for [the University] to carry on the renewal. 

Thank you also for the yummy lunch, we were all well-fed! 

Regards 

M. 

Step 3 (Semi-structured interviews with Executive and senior managers) 

Semi-structured interviews were selected as a way to collect some of the needed data 

for two main considerations. Firstly, a semi-structured interview design was seen as 

appropriate for this study because of the complexity of the topic and to retain 

consistency with the approach used in previous DCs doctoral studies (Hitchcock 

2012). They also allow for a close examination of important issues (Thomas 2010). 

Secondly, the varied professional, hierarchal and personal experiences of the 

interviewees precluded the use of a standardised, structured interview schedule 

(Barriball 1994). However, such interviews are time-consuming (Cavana et al. 2001) 

and there is the potential for interviewer bias (Yin 2012). 

One-on-one semi-structured interviews were undertaken with members of the 

University’s Executive Team, including previous and current Vice-Chancellors 

(VC), a Senior Deputy Vice-Chancellor (SDVC), Deputy Vice-Chancellors (DVC), 

and senior managers from faculties, schools and research centres. All members of the 

Executive Team from 2016 were contacted and a purposeful sampling approach 

(Patton 1990) was used to select 11 additional senior managers from across the 
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University. Three of the 19 invitees did not respond, one declined and one asked for 

additional information, but did not respond to the follow up email. Consequently, 15 

one-on-one interviews were conducted. Each interview lasted for approximately 60 

minutes, with the shortest being 30 minutes and the longest being 90 minutes. 

In-depth interviews are often used to co-create meaning with interviewees by 

reconstructing perceptions of events and experiences (DiCicco‐Bloom & Crabtree 

2006). To achieve this, it was necessary for the interviewer to develop a positive 

relationship with the interviewees. It was also important to establish a safe and 

comfortable environment in which to share their personal experiences and attitudes.  

Some participants were initially reluctant to speak up, but were gently guided by the 

interviewer to open up. This was achieved by introducing an ice-breaker in the form 

of open-ended questions that asked about the participant’s experiences in the tertiary 

education sector.  The questions were asked in a non-threatening way and emphasis 

was placed on discussing the participant’s previous achievements in the sector. Prior 

to the interview the researcher had prepared a number of probing question having 

checked the participant’s biography and previous experiences and she was, therefore, 

able to relate the questions to their background.   

As the topic was complex and not well defined, a matrix of DCs (Appendix I) and 

how they might relate to the University was used to probe and stimulate thinking, if 

required. This tool was an outcome of the pilot study and was based on prior work on 

the topic.  In order to manage potential bias, the examples provided were generic and 

could have been used in a non-tertiary education sector. The interviewees were then 

asked to provide specific examples of DCs from their specific areas.   
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3.9 DATA ANALYSIS 

Following Wilk et al.’s (in press) suggestion to use more than one computer-aided 

qualitative discourse analysis software (CAQDAS) program when analysing large 

text-based datasets, two software packages (Leximancer and NVivo) were used in 

different stages of the analysis.   As noted earlier, NVivo, which is commonly used 

to analyse and manage qualitative data (Bazeley & Jackson 2013), was used for the 

main coding task. Inductive nodes were introduced during the coding process to 

examine evolving concepts. The process of coding involved the continuous honing of 

the coding scheme by collapsing, dropping, and adding nodes. An examination of the 

nodes resulted in the selection of prominent themes that, in turn, allowed the analysis 

to focus on the implications of the relationships found.  

A Leximancer analysis uses blocks of text to identify concepts and themes through 

an iterative process of seeding word definitions from frequencies and co-occurrences 

(Angus, Rintel & Wiles 2013; Sotiriadou, Brouwers & Le 2014). Words are 

‘concepts’ that form clusters, which are called ‘themes’. Concept grouping is done 

through a contextual similarity function and presented in a Concept Map.  The most 

frequently co-occurring concepts are clustered together and grouped by theme circles 

that represent the main ideas (Cretchley, Rooney & Gallois 2010), which are named 

for the most prominent concept in the cluster (i.e. the concept with the largest dot in 

that cluster). The theme colours represent the importance of each theme.  Red is the 

‘hottest’ or most prominent theme and purple is the ‘coolest’ or least connected 

theme. The Concept Map also illustrates how the concepts are connected, as these 

connections are shown by lines between the concepts that share the strongest 

conceptual similarity. 
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Leximancer can be used in an exploratory research in which a ‘visual-first’ analysis 

us used to help the researcher make visual sense of the data and guide subsequent 

enquiry (Angus, Rintel & Wiles 2013). Wilk et al (in press) note the ‘impartiality’ of 

the Leximancer process is very useful in an exploratory study in which key concepts 

may not be clear.  Leximancer’s strength is its identification of emerging ‘concepts’ 

and ‘themes’ without a researcher’s intervention, which may be seen as more 

objective and as moderating bias. However, a lack of human insight during the 

analysis may also be a weakness and, therefore, a combination of Leximancer and 

NVivo is likely to provide more comprehensive insights into a studied phenomenon, 

which led to the decision to use this approach in the present study. 

3.10 DATA MANAGEMENT AND ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

As the project involved human participants, all data were collected in accordance 

with appropriate ethical guidelines. All required procedures of the Human Research 

Ethics Committee, including adherence to the University’s Policy on Code of 

Conduct for the Responsible Practice of Research were followed.  All of the 

information gathered for this study was kept confidential. Data and audio recordings 

were de-identified, saved in password-protected files and stored in a password-

protected computer (and two other secure locations) to ensure the privacy of 

information and the security of the data. To ensure participants’ confidentiality and 

anonymity, only authorised personnel (researcher and supervisors) had access to the 

data. Audio files will be deleted securely one day after the completion of the project. 

The examiners were asked to sign a non-disclosure statement and the final version of 

the thesis will be placed under restricted access in accordance with policies and 

guidelines of the University. 
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Participants who were involved in the semi-structured interviews and the focus 

groups received a Participant Information Sheet (PIS) (Appendix J) and a Participant 

Consent Form (PCF) (Appendix K) that included the contact details for the Chief 

Investigator (Supervisor) and the researcher as a secondary researcher prior to the 

data being collected. The PIS provided the participants with detailed information 

about the study and any risks before the interviews were conducted.  The focus 

groups and the one-on-one interviews were recorded after the interviewees had 

agreed this. Each person was informed that nature of their participation was 

voluntary and their right to withdraw at any point without explanation. None of the 

participants refused to participate or withdrew from the interview. 

3.11 PERSONAL REFLECTIONS ON THE METHODOLOGY 

In reflecting on methodological approach taken to obtain the needed data, three 

points emerged, namely:  

1. Dealing with the personal bias. 

2. What could have been done better?  

3. Lessons learnt.  

While being a participant-observer had its advantages, as noted earlier in this 

Chapter, it also posed some challenges.  A number of strategies were used to control 

for the possibility of researcher bias. One was to involve a number of internal and 

external stakeholders in the focus groups and one-on-one interviews. This provided 

triangulation and the depth required. In addition, a case study protocol that was 

developed from the research questions used in previous theses was established early 

in the process. The format of the semi-structured interviews relied on the interview 

protocol and schedule to minimise bias. All of the interviews were recorded, and 
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most were transcribed by the researcher. The bias associated with content analysis in 

NVivo11 was mitigated by engaging a supervisor in the coding process. 

Surely, every researcher ‘in training’ must ask themselves at some point “would I 

change anything and what could have been done better”? In addition to the points 

identified in lessons learnt from the focus group facilitation, another area for 

improvement would be better controlling the interviews. One of the respondents 

tended to take a long time to answer the questions. His replies were typically 

elongated and he 'skirted' around the questions being asked with stories that were 

only partly relevant and typically about his experiences at other universities. While 

discussing the current context, he had a tendency to 'dip in and out'. More focus 

could have been put on the way he was building DCs in his section. As an 

interviewer, I should have been more upfront, bringing him back to the subject being 

discussed and focusing on the research questions themselves. 

What lessons have been learnt for the future? First and foremost, gaining access to 

high profile Executives is difficult and requires thinking outside the box. Networks 

and personal connections help, but creative problem-solving in securing an hour of 

valuable time is necessary. Having realised that one of the senior decision-makers 

was extremely busy, I decided to attend an alumni meeting, knowing the person 

would be there. I approached this academic during the networking part of the 

meeting and started a conversation about my research. The academic became 

interested in the topic and, as a result, we met not long afterwards. Without the initial 

face-to-face conversation this interview would likely never have eventuated.   



 

Chapter 3: Methodology 94 

3.12 CONCLUSIONS 

This Chapter began with an overview of different methods used in business research 

and then discussed the approach used in this study. In particular a strong emphasis 

was placed on the advantages and disadvantages of each of the research methods. 

Following a careful consideration a decision was made to undertake a qualitative 

case study within one university as a useful way to provide comprehensive insights 

into DCs in the university sector. The design was consistent with the study’s research 

goals and the methodology most often used in similar research.   

Separate questionnaires were developed to cater for the different knowledge and 

contexts of the different groups of participants. The questionnaires were tested 

among three senior managers from a non-tertiary education sector to reduce observer 

bias and to refine the data collection instrument. A two phase data collection 

approach was undertaken. This included secondary data collection and primary data 

collection.  The primary data were obtained from five focus groups, participant-

observation and 15 semi-structured face-to-face interviews.  The approach taken lead 

to a significant amount of in-depth data being collected and analysed. The Chapter 

concluded with a discussion of the ethical issues relevant in this case and some data 

management issues. The next three chapters focus on the data analysis itself and the 

results obtained from this analysis.  
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Chapter 4: Data Analysis – The External and 
Internal Environments 

4.1 INTRODUCTION  

The results are divided among three chapters that lay the foundations for the framework 

presented in Chapter 7. In particular, Chapter 4 focuses on the environmental analysis so as 

the meet the study’s first aim to analyse the increasingly turbulent external and internal 

environment in which universities are operating. Chapter 5 discusses DCs in a University 

context so as to meet the study’s second and third aims (to define what DCS are within a 

university context and to investigate how the University has been sensing, seizing and 

reconfiguring.) Chapter 6 focuses on an analysis of the change management actions 

undertaken by the University over the period 2012-2016, which directly links to aim 3.  

Figure 4.1 shows this Chapter’s structure. 

 

 
 

Figure 4.1: The structure of the Data Analysis Chapters 

  



 

Chapter 4: Data Analysis – The External and Internal Environments 96 

4.2 AN INTRODUCTION TO ENVIRONMENTAL ANALYSIS 

Well, in our country”, said Alice, still panting a little, “you'd generally get to 

somewhere else—if you run very fast for a long time, as we've been doing”. “A slow 

sort of country!” said the Queen. “Now, here, you see, it takes all the running you can 

do, to keep in the same place. If you want to get somewhere else, you must run at 

least twice as fast as that! (Carroll 1998, p. 143). 

Duncan’s (1972) definition of environment presented in section 2.3.3 considers the internal 

environment as factors relevant to decision-making processes (e.g. organisational structure, 

governance), while the external environment as factors beyond an organisation itself that are 

nevertheless relevant to its decision-making (e.g. customers and competitors). As mentioned 

in Chapter 2 (Table 2.2), this study follows Teece et al. (1997) in focusing on the links 

between DCs and rapidly changing environments. DCs scholars have viewed organisational 

adaptation to the external environment as beneficial, by appeal to the notion of strategic fit 

(Schilke, Hu & Helfat 2018).  The key findings in terms of environmental (both internal and 

external) characteristics and antecedents can be seen in the Figure 4.2 . 
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Figure 4.2 Summary of environmental analysis findings 

 

The Red Queen Effect (Kauffman 1995) noted at the beginning of this section reflects the 

environmental turbulence experienced by this study’s respondents. The pressures from the 

external and internal environments seemed to be great; triggering a continual need for the 

University to develop new responses and new change management initiatives. Political, 

technological, and demographic changes give rise to increased change in the internal 

environment that, in turn, led to a need to “run at least twice as fast as that!” The next two 

sections provide a detailed analysis of the University’s external and internal environment. 

EXTERNAL 
ENVIRONMENT 

CHARACTERISTICS 
• high level of turbulence 
• change is continuous 
• change is global 

ANTECEDENTS 
• government 
• market competition 
• digital and virtual revolution 
• changing prospective students' 

needs and preferences 
• corporatisation of academia 
• economy 
• globalisation 

INTERNAL 
ENVIRONMENT 

CHARACTERISTICS 
• change affected all levels of 

organisation 
• different opitions about the 

level of internal turbulence in 
the future 

• change is continuous 
 

ANTECEDENTS 
• people 
• excessive change 
• financial position 
• systems, processes and structures 
• culture 
• strategy 
• teaching-research nexus 
• declining reputation 
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4.3 EXTERNAL ENVIRONMENT  

We live in times of great turbulence, both natural and man-made (VC installation 

speech 2017, p. 1). 

This quote from the Vice-Chancellor’s 2017 installation speech reflects respondents’ 

perceptions of the environment within which they were working. In an attempt to identify the 

characteristics of the external environment, participants were asked to describe the level of 

turbulence in the external environment on a seven point scale and to provide examples. 

Subsequently three main themes were identified. These are analysed in subsequent sections.  

4.3.1 The level of turbulence is high 

Respondents unanimously agreed the external environment was turbulent:  

Institutions of higher education cannot escape the existential threats that have been, 

and will continue to be, posed to traditional industries (Senior manager).   

Some participants chose not to use the quantitative scale when formulating their answers, 

rather describing the external environment as “very turbulent”, “extremely turbulent” or 

“constantly going through crises.” In describing this turbulence, respondents related the 

current situation to the past and suggested there was an increased pace of change: 

If we think that the pace of change has been faster in the last hundred years in such a 

way that we've had more change in one hundred years than in the whole of human 

history (Senior manager). 

However, in sharp contrast, one highly experienced academic leader observed: 

I think it’s less turbulent than a lot of people within the organisation like to think, or 

like to say, because over the fifty years that I have been involved in higher education, 

yes of course I have seen change, but I have also seen a lot of continuity and there’s 
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always been “rhetoric” of crisis and you know, the sky falling in, and things seem to 

go on fairly satisfactorily, so I don’t think it’s extremely turbulent, I don’t think it’s 

the world in which there are huge risks for the organisation like [this] (Senior 

manager). 

4.3.2 Change is continuous  

There was broad agreement that the external environmental turbulence will continue. Most 

participants agreed such change was constant and will not “go away in the foreseeable future” 

as an Executive pointed out: 

The image that comes in to my head is the wave and the wave is always moving and 

you can try to hold it back, but the waves … you're not going to hold back the ocean 

(Executive). 

A student member of a focus group referred to the cyclical nature of change: 

I think these things go in cycles. It goes up and it goes down, it goes back up and it 

goes down again. So, I don’t think it is increasing turbulence. It may escalate a little 

more, but then it will come back down (Focus group, student). 

However, there were some differences. Four Executives felt the external environment was 

likely to grow increasingly turbulent. Three others, however, disagreed. Senior managers and 

most focus group members felt the turbulence was likely to continue.  

We must recognise that change is part of the world in which we live. We must face 

the challenge of change, not resile from it but embrace it and turn it to our advantage 

(Executive).  

 
This suggestion was supported by the Productivity Commission report that noted: 
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These changes are only likely to increase the scale and urgency of the challenges 

facing the university sector (Productivity Commission 2017, p. 101). 

4.3.3 Change is global  

Many sources of secondary data, such as recent University’s annual reports point to the 

systemic nature of change within the university sector globally. A point noted in some of the 

University’s internal strategy papers was that: 

Almost all universities are seeking to find ways to do more with less, and not 

surprisingly there are great similarities in the responses adopted (The University of 

Western Australia 2013b, p. 3). 

And similarly: 

Regulatory, commercial and technological developments are reshaping the higher 

education landscape, and no university will be untouched by these forces, although the 

impact will vary greatly between institutions, depending on their location, purpose, 

performance and adaptability (The University of Western Australia 2012, p. 4) . 

A Universities Australia submission to a Senate Committee also commented on the global 

uncertainty of public policy:  

Around the world, constrained public budgets and global uncertainty have become 

public policy contextual fixtures (Universities Australia 2017, p. 7).  

A number of respondents felt that these global changes would significantly impact the 

University. One senior manager, concerned about the growing criticism of academia, noted:  

In this context of perplexing and sometimes bewildering global challenge, the role of 

research and academia is both critical and, simultaneously, subject to criticism and 

public scrutiny. 
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Taken together, these characteristics of the external environment (i.e. high levels of 

turbulence, and continuous, global change) have meant that the University needs to develop 

responses to these external changes, and implement change management initiatives.  

Having analysed the level and characteristics of the turbulence faced by the University, this 

Chapter will now focus on its antecedents. A lexical analysis was undertaken to do this using 

the Leximancer software.  Figure 4.2 is a conceptual map developed on the basis of this 

analysis showing the main concepts and their interrelationships. Themes are colour coded. 

Hot colours denote the most prominent themes (i.e. people, education and the external 

environment).  The less important themes are coded in cooler colours (i.e. university, change, 

market, future, turbulence and time).  
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Figure 4.3: The external environment concept map 
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A content analysis of the secondary and primary data using NVivo11 was also undertaken.  

This identified several major themes that are presented in ascending order based on the 

frequency of references: 

• Theme 1 Government (152) 

• Theme 2 Market competition (109) 

• Theme 3 Digital and virtual revolution (61)  

• Theme 4 Changing perspective students’ needs and preferences (49)  

• Theme 5 Corporatisation of academia (40)  

• Theme 6 Economy (36)  

• Theme 7 Globalisation (32).  

The numbers of references and comments made in regards to the relevant themes are 

specified in the brackets and provide a ranking of potential likely importance based on 

content analysis. The rest of this section analyses each theme in detail.  

4.3.4 Theme 1 Government 

The secondary and primary data in the Government theme suggested two sub-themes 

(legislative changes and funding uncertainty) that are discussed in turn.   

Legislative changes 

The Australian Government continues to engage in numerous reviews and changes to 

strategies, functions and legislative policies.  The details of those reforms were discussed in 

Chapter 1.3. The most important of those were:  
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• The Review of Australia’s Higher Education System (the Bradley Report 2008). 

• The creation of the Tertiary Education Quality and Standard Agency (TEQSA) 

(2012). 

• The Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) report (2014). 

• The National Innovation and Science Agenda (2015). 

• The Review of Research Policy and Funding Arrangements (2015).  

Uncertainty surrounding legislative changes was seen as a major contributor to the external 

turbulence faced by the University. Participants felt that legislative changes are slow in 

coming “but extreme when they are made” and, in the words of one focus group participant, 

create “a degree of uncertainty: promises and unfulfilled promises”.  A senior leader 

explicitly expressed the view, shared by other participants, that Government has substantial 

power in controlling the funding environment: 

As a public university, we are still significantly subject to Government policy and 

Government funding arrangements and, in Australia and internationally, there has 

been a lot of change in that regard and lot more change proposed (Executive). 

In 2014, the University devoted considerable time and attention to evaluating the likely 

impact of, and responding to, the Commonwealth’s Higher Education and Research Reform 

Amendment Bill. This proposed, among other things, the deregulation of the student fees, and 

changes to requirements concerning students’ repayments of higher education loans. This Bill 

failed to win legislative approval. Nevertheless, the issue of fee deregulation has been on and 

off the Commonwealth’s Higher Education Agenda ever since. One member of the Executive 

Team indicated their sense of frustration about Government policy: 
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I think because there is constant uncertainly over things like higher education policy. 

So, for example, is fee deregulation on or is it off? How would the block grants for 

the universities be handled? There are constant policy changes around things like 

higher degrees, the way the higher degree students are funded.  

Shifts in research policy were another source of external turbulence.  In December 2015, the 

Australian Government announced its National Innovation and Science Agenda (NISA), 

which proposed new measures to encourage commercial returns from publicly-funded 

research. As a result, a new framework for the national assessment of university research 

engagement and impact was developed.  In one paper, a former senior Executive remarked: 

It is likely that the Australian Government will follow international trends in moving 

towards broader evaluations of research that include measures of impact and adoption 

beyond academia, as well as measures of academic quality. Deeper research links 

with business and Government will position us well if new targets for research impact 

are introduced (The University of Western Australia 2012, p. 14). 

His concerns were echoed in other respondents’ comments concerning an increased exposure 

to performance indicators, particularly in research, but also in the evaluation of community 

impact. And, indeed, as was expected, the Commonwealth Minister of Education announced 

that, from 2018, Australian universities would be involved in an Engagement and Impact 

Assessment exercise. The traditional research metrics (grants, publications and citations) will 

be augmented by four engagement metrics (cash support from end-users, total HERDC 

income per FTE, end-user sponsored grants, and research commercialisation income) and an 

engagement narrative (Australian Research Council 2017).  

Another major regulatory issue highlighted by some participants was the massification of 

universities. In 1970, Trow (1970) noted a global trend from “elite” to “mass” participation in 
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higher education. This has continued. Universities have always been important in preparing 

skilled graduands, but their role has grown from being niche providers to mass providers. 

Following the Bradley Review (2008), Australia is on-track to achieve a target of 40% of the 

population holding a bachelor degree by 2025. Growth in student numbers has created several 

issues. One member of the Executive team suggested that governments have been actively 

seeking to increase levels of participation in higher education. This has contributed to an 

increased cost of higher education, which “grows at least in proportion to the number of 

people participating”. This has forced Governments to “look to find other sources of money”.  

The relaxation of entry requirements has caused an increasing proportion of the student body 

to struggle academically (Lacy et al. 2017). It may also have contributed to slipping 

educational standards: 

So the funding challenge continues and continues partly because success of 

Governments has political reasons. They decided to open the gates wider and wider, 

more and more people get admitted to the universities, and it’s absolutely undeniable 

that the average quality of students is much, much lower, when they enter university, 

on average, than it used to be (…) Now, for as long as Commonwealth Governments 

continue to believe that it’s better to have more and more people educated to a certain 

level rather than have an elite group, as it used to be, an elite group educated to a very 

high level, you are going to have, in effect, dumbing down of many courses, and that 

becomes the second challenge, the challenge of standards (Senior manager). 
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As another Executive member pointed out, the broadening of access to universities has had a 

negative impact on the public’s perception of the value of higher education: 

If something is a rare, desired good – I don't know, a Versace handbag or something – 

we believe that it has value. If you see a hundred replicas in a Bali market, you don't 

believe that it has value and I think that as universities have massified and, you know, 

everybody's got to be a bachelor’s degree now and just about everybody's got a PhD 

for that matter. I think that the general member of the public is sort of wondering what 

the value of universities are. They're very expensive things. They take a lot of 

taxpayers’ money. And so I think universities have lost the confidence of the public in 

the value of what we do, and perhaps rightly so, because there's a lot of stuff that we 

do that probably doesn't have very much value at all.  

Funding uncertainty 

However, most significant external environmental factor has been the financial pressures 

resulting from constrained public funding. Cuts to Government funding to universities, and 

uncertainty over the allocation of resources in the future, have contributed to an 

overwhelming sense of turbulence:    

The uncertainties obviously have to do with funding for a start, because the financial 

environment is very different from what it was fifty years ago, when there was secure 

Government funding for virtually whatever a university wanted to do. There was a 

great deal of independence from Government, except that the Government supplied 

the money and that was, of course, so comfortable it couldn’t last (Senior manager). 
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Historically, the Federal Government was responsible for providing funding for universities. 

However, in recent years, there have been cuts to the higher education budget. As a former 

Executive member remarked:  

The amount of money the Government gives you is nowhere near enough for you to 

have a university that will produce the best outcomes.  

The then Chair of the Group of Eight (Go8) (Professor Peter Hoj) told the Australian 

Financial Review the point had been reached where the Government was "tilting the funding 

balance to the extreme" and urged the Senate to block the funding cuts, saying that the 

damage to research and innovation in universities would "give away a national competitive 

advantage, and weaken the country's economic resilience in the face of undesirable – but not 

unthinkable – global jolts" (Dodd 2017). 

Similarly, a former Executive member expressed his frustration about the lack of stability in 

funding and its negative impact on planning: 

Something that we and every other university have suffered from over last five, six, 

seven years  is a lot of very, very abrupt and short-run changes to Government 

funding (…) And these changes come about with almost no notice and are 

implemented very, very quickly and that makes life for us and planning very difficult. 

Funding has become particularly important in light of other environmental changes caused by 

increased market competition, the digital revolution, macro- and micro-economic factors, and 

changes in prospective students’ behaviour and preferences, among other factors, all of which 

will be discussed in detail in the following sections. One senior decision-maker highlighted 

the compound effect of these changes in the external environment: 

So, we are seeing regulatory change, which fosters competition, technology, which 

enables new entrants with very different business models, also the third, which 
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reinforces those is internationalization of the whole sector … [In] some sense the 

three all act in tandem to produce the high level of competition, and quite deliberately 

so. So, online education means that a provider in America, for instance, can offer 

courses to a student in Australia. Government policy supports that, technology 

enables that. As I said, the technology enables new business models. So, I can say it’s 

a very dynamic environment, which personally makes it a very interesting 

environment from my point of view. I think it’s more interesting times to be a leader 

within the higher education sector, but I think it’s also more challenging, because 

there is so much change (Executive).    

4.3.5 Theme 2 Market competition 

Several respondents made reference to the increasing competition for students among public 

universities, commercial education providers, and online education both nationally and 

internationally. Some scholars have argued that Australia’s universities do not have the 

resources to compete with the world’s leading universities, and that there has been a 

significant deterioration in this position over the years (Markwell 2007).  

Commercial education providers 

A former Executive noted in a strategic paper that the sizes of the higher education sector 

around the world, and the small scale of existing providers, were being seen as an attractive 

business opportunity. Investment banks, publishers, and venture capitalists, as well as non-

university educational companies, now operate in the sector and are expanding their market 

share (The University of Western Australia 2012). This leader argued these organisations are 

concentrating their efforts on teaching, rather than research or community engagement. This 

enables them to deliver learning opportunities at a lower cost. He also predicted “the next 

decade will see more competition for students from alternative providers, both real and 
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virtual”. The tertiary education provider landscape will look very different in the future. 

Some respondents, however, saw more negative consequences of new entrants to the market: 

Nobody knows what’s going to happen in the way that educations providers 

provide…people are talking about different ways of credentialing people’s learning, 

rather than just having a degree as such, but people being able to get badges and 

certificates and employers recognising this around the world (Focus group, 

academic). 

The rise of online education 

There was general agreement that the growth of online education is fuelling international 

competition. Respondents also felt that it would likely have an adverse effect on international 

and local student enrolments and, consequently, upon the institution’s world ranking. 

However, a more positive view of the role of digital and online education on the student 

experience and market competition was also expressed: 

I’d say the emergence of teaching platforms enabling online education provides both 

an opportunity and challenge for established universities in terms of how they deliver 

education to their existing students. But it also creates an opportunity for new entrants 

with very different histories and infrastructure to come in and provide higher 

education competition to established players (Executive). 

A Productivity Commission Report (2017) suggested five advantages of online learning 

(reduction in time and cost, responsiveness to changes in the market, fewer physical 

resources, rapid delivery, and the incremental acquisition of skills over a person’s career). As 

much as there was agreement about the rapid acceleration and advancement in educational 

technologies, there was little agreement about the role of MOOCs in the changing educational 
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environment.  The Productivity Commission’s view was reflected in one of the respondent’s 

remarks:  

MOOCs have had a very high profile for some time, they’ve sort of settled into the 

fabric of what we’re doing and most people are now engaged at some level in 

MOOCs. But, even so, that has now become sort of a part of general conversation 

(Executive). 

In sharp contrast, a senior academic leader commented:  

For example, all the huge fuss about Mass Online Courses (…) hasn’t really made the 

sky fall in. It hasn’t led to profound changes, it was already the case that the 

availability of the distance education (…) always made it possible for some people to 

study from home (Senior manager).  

Increased competition amongst traditional universities 

Top UK and US universities were seen as major international competitors, especially in the 

various university rankings.  However, some saw a threat from new entrants.  A senior 

manager drew attention to rapid improvement of the Chinese universities, as he felt “China’s 

universities are going to race past us in rankings.”  Similarly, a focus group participant 

believed “Asian universities and the state investment in them are causing us chaos, and we 

probably don’t recognise that yet”. Further, the impact of the University’s historical isolation 

was noted:  

I think there was a sense of almost [University] was different and it was endowed, it 

was isolated from the rest of the market, it had a comfortable position here (…), some 

of which might have been true. But in reality, as globalisation has come along, that’s 

led to more international competition. It led to national, intra-national competition as 



 

Chapter 4: Data Analysis – The External and Internal Environments 112 

well, and suddenly we are finding we are no longer in a protected, isolated market 

here (Executive).  

Participants agreed that the University was in partnership with leading Australian 

Universities as a member of the Go8.  However, this partnership is complex, as members 

compete for students and research grants while collaborating in other ways, such sharing 

data: 

We see ourselves as not in competition with the other Go8 as far as effective 

organisation is concerned. We compete with them for students and for research 

grants, but in every other aspect we cooperate (Focus group, change management). 

The Australian higher education sector is becoming more diverse, as there are now not-for-

profit universities (Bond, Notre Dame), branches of overseas public and private universities 

(UCL Adelaide, Carnegie-Mellon Adelaide); specialist institutions (MCD University of 

Divinity) and public and private educational organisations that offer degree programs as 

franchisees of Australian and overseas universities (TAFEs, Navitas etc.). A number of 

TAFEs and private providers have obtained independent degree-awarding powers, as have 

new ventures. In 2011, the South Australian Government approved an application by 

Laureate Education, Inc., a private US company, to establish a new private for-profit 

university in Adelaide (Torrens University). 

Locally, Curtin University is seen as a major player seeking to establish dominance in the 

local market. This growing competition presents challenges to the University in virtue of 

students’ shifting preferences and funding sources. However a senior leader felt strong 

competition was a positive force:  

Curtin's doing very well, it's coming ahead in leaps and bounds and Western 

Australia's likely to have two very high performing universities that are more or less 
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Group of Eight standard and I think that will be fabulous for Western Australia. The 

population will be bigger; it will be great to have two really good universities 

(Executive).  

Others local universities are seen as increasingly strong competitors for good quality 

students. In addition, participants also noted the growing exodus of local high performing 

students to universities located in the eastern states of Australia.  

4.3.6 Theme 3 Digital and virtual revolution 

All it takes is for Google to decide to upgrade to a university (Focus group member) 

Numerous leaders, staff members and students commented on the dynamic impact that digital 

and virtual changes have had on education and work environments.  

So the number of producers of knowledge, information and content has gone up 

dramatically in this century, in the last twenty years or so from about the mid 90's, 

and the university’s turbulence has a lot to do with that, because we don't any longer 

have an easy way of saying we have a special way of collecting knowledge and 

delivering it to you (Senior manager).  

There was broad agreement that technological disruption will have a profound effect on the 

way universities educate students. The effects that the rise of online education will have on 

increased market competition were discussed earlier in The rise of online education section. 

In addition, respondents suggested that online education is widely accepted by students and 

has contributed to reduced campus attendance, which has decimated classroom teaching.  

However, participants also suggested the University was well behind in its adaptation to 

changes in technology, which may suggest a lack of reconfiguration capability: 



 

Chapter 4: Data Analysis – The External and Internal Environments 114 

Online stuff has been going on forever and we are just far behind with that.  We are 

messing around with it again, writing reports and it goes to Exec and people 

acknowledge it is very, very important, they really think something should be done 

about it, have a good think about it and time passes (Focus group, professional staff). 

Developments in artificial intelligence, automation, and technological capabilities are already 

driving significant change.  Thus, while participants may have been unsure about how the 

future will look, but they were convinced the educational landscape is changing: 

We’re going through wave upon wave of implementation of new technology, new 

ways of viewing education and new ways of viewing learning spaces, as well as the 

technology itself (Executive). 

Changes that affected the University Library exemplify the impact of these technological 

disruptions: 

Libraries have seen a massive shift away from physical items and it affects the 

Library at its core and at every level (…) lending of our physical items has gone down 

seventy five percent in fifteen years, so we don't need as much space. We have things 

on our shelves that haven't been borrowed for forty years; they can go off site. That 

can create new spaces for students like we've seen on the (…) ground floor (Senior 

manager).   

The shift away from physical items has meant the Library needed less staff and, in 2014, the 

number of Library staff was reduced. This had a significant impact on their job design. 

Previously, librarians used to “sit around selecting books for the collection”. That process is 

now largely automated as the number of e-books exceeds the number of print books.  A 

senior library manager mentioned the emotional component of the change in the job design: 
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It was a joy to look through book catalogues and decide what we would buy for the 

collections. We don't do any of that work now, that's all automated (and) it's quite 

confronting for most librarians to think of a library without books (Senior manager).   

However, later she suggested a more positive side to the changes.  The ground floor of the 

Library (shown in Figure 4.3 and 4.4) previously occupied by staff and physical collections 

was made vacant and refurbished to accommodate students.  

Some weeks it's an eighty percent increase in the same time as the year before in 

entrants and there's been such a positive student reaction to that (Senior manager).   

 

The University of Western Australia Archives 
27256P - Staff and scenes of the University' s 

Reid Library - Card catalogue - circa 1970 

 

 

The University of Western Australia Archives 52756P - 
After shots of Reid Library (1994) 

Figure 4.4 Ground floor of the Reid Library in the 1970s and 1990s. 
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Photograph of the University of Western Australia Reid Library collaborative zone by Peter Bennetts (2016). Image courtesy of 
the University of Western Australia Library 

Figure 4.5 Current view of the ground floor of the Reid Library  

Other examples of the impact of digitisation on the working environment listed by the 

respondents included: flexible working arrangements “where people are no longer tethered to 

their desks”, opportunities to blend work with life “to be able to do a tutorial [while] the baby 

is sleeping in the other room”, technological democratisation “where everybody can become 

a content producer and write a book”, miniaturisation, “ a capacity to deal with less space”, 

and “experimental virtual teaching in ‘second life’ using avatars”. In this regard, the Go8 

drew attention to future job trends:  

It is important to not only grasp the impact of predicted technological change such as 

automation on our future workforce, but also what job trends will emerge, where and 

how these will be sustainable, and what patterns of skill transferability will be likely 

needed (Group of Eight 2017, p. 4). 

Technological advances also affect the way we coexist in a changing world. In their 

installation speech, an Executive member commented on the impact of “distractive” 

technologies on student engagement with others and life in general: 
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We face the tyranny of continuous partial attention, driven not only by what are 

termed disruptive technologies, but also I might argue distractive technologies. It 

becomes increasingly difficult to apply our selective attention and skills, and to focus, 

competing as we do, for attention, much of which has the span of a tweet. The speed 

at which we are increasingly required to engage with others and everyday life is 

demanding, so much so that yesterday’s celebrated products and ideas are ridiculed 

today (VC’s Installation speech 2017, pp. 1-2). 

Several respondents thought that the changing digital landscape would eventually mean that 

universities no longer had an exclusive way of creating knowledge and delivering it to 

students.  

It also seems inevitable that universities' quasi-monopoly control of degree-awarding 

powers will be eroded as new entities, both commercial and not-for-profit, enter the 

hitherto protected territory of higher education (The University of Western Australia 

2012, p. 6). 

4.3.7 Theme 4 Changing prospective students’ needs and preferences  

People like going shopping. Similarly, students like coming to university and have an 

expectation of what a university should look like (Focus group, student). 

The perceived changes in prospective students’ preferences and behaviours could be seen as 

an antecedent to the present external turbulence. A number of critical issues facing the higher 

education sector were identified by participants and from secondary data, including: 

1. A perception that education is a product and students are customers. 

2. Changes in graduate outcomes. 

3. Increased student mobility. 
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4. The increasing impact rankings have on students’ preferences. 

5. Population changes. 

One of the conversations within a focus group touched on the “commoditisation” of 

knowledge. When asked if people still see value in universities, a senior administrator 

suggested people “still see the value, but I think this is just a commodity that you purchase 

nowadays.” A senior academic raised the importance of changing students’ expectations:  

Students see themselves as consumers now (…) rather than students, it’s far different 

expectations. 

These expectations are becoming more “value-for-money” focused. Parents are more 

discerning about paying for their children, or encouraging them to take on HECS debts 

(Burke 2017). There is also a growing perception, expressed by students themselves that the 

University needed to more effectively market itself to prospective students, instead of 

“resting on its laurels”.  

The world is changing rapidly. According to the Australian Bureau of Statistics (2018), 56% 

of Australians aged 15 and over (9.6 million people) hold a post-school qualification (up 

from 46% in 2006). Deloitte Access Economics (2015) has estimated that 3.8 million new 

university qualified graduates will need to enter Australia’s knowledge economy from 2015 

to 2025 to meet demand. Thus, Australia will need approximately 227,000 people with new 

undergraduate qualifications and 115,000 people with new postgraduate qualifications, each 

year over this period (Deloitte 2015).  Education and skills development have never been 

more important. As an Executive member remarked: “We are educating our students for jobs 

that we do not know how to prepare people for. 65% of today’s students will be employed in 

jobs that do not yet exist”. 
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To cope with pressures and risks in the labour market, the education and training system will 

need to be flexible enough to teach new skills efficiently and quickly. Some focus groups 

discussed the changing role of tertiary education, given the growing demand for job 

preparation rather than academic pursuits.  The idea that “students want jobs; they don’t want 

to be highfaluting academics” was echoed in a student’s comment: “From the students’ 

perspective, as well, I hear often a lot about job security and access to jobs and that in itself is 

a big external factor”. In addition, media reports suggest that industries have started acting on 

their long held contention that universities are not providing the skills graduates need: 

The world’s most dominant employer, Google, does not list university degrees among 

its entry-level job requirements. Firms Ernst and Young and PricewaterhouseCoopers 

— two of the biggest recruiters of graduate students in the Australia and the world — 

and major publishers Penguin and Random House, are among companies that have 

removed the need for university degrees in their graduate programs (Burke 2017). 

In a media statement, a former Executive suggested “two of the most significant trends have 

undoubtedly been the growth in student numbers and international student mobility” 

(Cameron 2017). His view was echoed in other comments that suggested increased mobility 

comes with wealth, massification, and technological advances:  

It is super cheap these days to fly anywhere in the world, to find a course, also 

transport and student movement or student mobility (…) People don’t think anything 

about traveling to another country for uni (Focus group, students). 

Many comments made by focus group members, senior managers and Executives proposed 

that students follow ranking in selecting their university of choice. A senior academic leader 

explained the importance of rankings:  
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That's what students are looking for (…) when an Indian or a Chinese student is 

looking ‘where are we going to go?’, or a top HDR student, that's exactly what they're 

looking for. And when top staff are looking ‘where am I going to go?’ (…) these 

rankings do mean something. I'm not going to say any particular ranking, but the 

overall rank of the University is hugely important (Senior manager). 

Table 4.1 shows recent changes in the University’s ranking in three different reports that are 

frequently used in internal documents. Interestingly there was a big discrepancy in 2012 

when The Times Higher Education World University Ranking ranked the University on 190th 

place in the world, whereas the other two (Shanghai Jiao Tong University Academic Ranking 

and QS World University Ranking) ranked the University as 96 and 79 respectively. The 

pressure of being in Top 100 is constant. Staff feel the University is expected not only to 

remain in the top 100 but to move up quickly, as is reflected in the University’s vision “ to be 

recognised as one of the world’s top 50 global universities by 2050” (The University of 

Western Australia 2017a). The drop in ranking observed in 2016 provoked the following 

comment from a senior manager: “when you go below 100, a lot of things can’t [happen], if 

you like it or not”.   

The growing pressure of rankings was noted by many respondents. Rankings were seen as an 

important factor in attracting prospective students and staff. In many comments, rankings 

were linked to reputation that, in turn, was seen as “the most valued currency in the 

universities.”  The Productivity Commission Report expressed concerns about reputational 

risks for Australian universities in international student markets.   
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Table 4.1 Changes in the University’s ranking 2012 to 2017 

International rank 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

Shanghai Jiao Tong University 
Academic Ranking of World 
Universities 

96 91 88 87 96 91 

QS World University Ranking  79 84 89 98 102 93 

The Times Higher Education World 
University Ranking 

190 168 157 109 125 111 

 
Note: From Shanghai Jiao Tong University Academic Ranking of World Universities 2012-2017, QS World 

University Ranking 2012-2017, The Times Higher Education World University Ranking 2012-2017 
 

Broader demographic changes were seen as another contributor to environmental turbulence. 

One senior academic pointed out that in pre-modern societies, tacit knowledge was highly 

valued, which “is why old people were heads of village communities”. This is changing as 

the need for technical skills, new capacities to manage, and new knowledge have led to 

generational changeover, and the promotion of younger people with the necessary 

capabilities. This suggests dramatic change to an aging group of tenured staff.  However, one 

senior leader saw a positive side:  

At least here in Australia and Britain and North America, we're dealing with a baby 

boomer bulge that's just meeting retirement and […] and then we should have a lot of 

new positions for younger people to go forward. So I have a lot of hope for 

Universities. I think the next generation will have some great universities to work at 

and do some good things (Executive). 
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4.3.8 Theme 5   The corporatisation of academia 

Since the 1980s debates around the corporatisation of public institutions have 

intensified in response to what has been termed the ‘McDonaldisation’ of higher 

education. Some argue that education and research are now a business in and of 

themselves. More explicitly, a business intimately linked with achieving excellence 

that leads to knowledge production. Knowledge production is in turn, an 

entrepreneurial activity aligned with the economy of many Western Countries. (VC 

installation speech, 2017 p.3) 

As mentioned in Chapter 1, Kerr (1982) argued that, 70 universities are among 85 institutions 

established by 1500 in the West that still exist in recognizable forms. These universities are 

still in the same locations, with professors and students doing much the same things, under 

similar governance structures. For example, the declaration signed by the rectors of European 

Universities, gathered in Bologna in 1988, known as Magna Charta Universitatum, 

envisioned an academic enclave, separate from the society, but pivotal to its well-being; 

funded by the Governments, but immune from their concerns. However, in the current higher 

education market, competition for top faculty and students is fierce (Leih & Teece 2016). 

“Once an enclave set apart from the mainstream, higher education is now an industry” 

(Sharrock 2007, p. 8) and “the ‘marketization’ of higher education  - the application of the 

economic theory of the market to the provisions of higher education – seems unstoppable” 

(Brown 2010, p. 1).  Indeed, “much of the language of higher education debate in Australia 

today is really the language of bureaucracy or the language of business” (Markwell 2007, p. 

44).  

Commercialisation does not fit well into traditional academic models of research, teaching, 

community responsibility, and collegial decision-making. Many respondents noted the shift 

in societal values and political ideologies toward commercialisation and corporatism. 
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Generally, participants noticed this trend. One postgraduate student noted “I have seen 

changes in the University hierarchy shift from what was very academic-oriented to what 

became more corporate, Government-oriented”. An Executive member commented “…the 

business paradigm really has become the model for the university organisation, there are 

probably other models that we could look at as well, but anyhow, it's the model”. Some saw 

this negatively, commenting “the thing about becoming ‘corporate’, it’s not about people 

coming here, it’s not about collaboration and it’s not about consulting”. However, some 

respondents thought that good managerial practice might benefit the organisation:  

I do sometimes wonder if the organisation needs to be run more like a business with 

less consultation, because I think the amount of consultation that is done at this 

University is excessive and actually stresses people (Focus group, cross-section). 

There was also a suggestion that such an approach would allow the University to re-examine 

its core values and establishes a common vision in a more strategic manner:  

I don't think that we have a common view of those core values. And without that 

common view, I think we have a lot of people focusing on just keeping the place 

operating and that's become a very mundane focus on just money, which I don't think 

is a value of the universities at all (Executive).  

A senior decision-maker had perhaps the most comprehensive advice on how to manage the 

tension between good managerial practice and values that academia is supposed to promote:  

I think that the tension, the set of binaries (…) management and leadership, the 

education, training and so on, these things are all, to some extent, false dichotomies, 

because you can’t afford to say: oh, well, you know, it’s all about what I, as a trained 

academic, think is best. I don’t need to listen to those who are worried about budgets, 

and so on. Of course you have to listen to people who worry about budget. So you 
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know, it’s a matter of finding, painstakingly, a compromise that people can live with. 

And it will always be, to some extent, a compromise, I think. But what’s the 

alternative? (Senior manager). 

Some respondents felt academia’s current roles and society’s expectations of academia are 

changing:  

In this context of perplexing and sometimes bewildering global challenge, the role of 

research and academia is both critical and, simultaneously, subject to criticism and 

public scrutiny (Senior manager). 

Universities are now more accountable for their outcomes, need to justify their research, and 

make changes in way they prepare students for the workforce: 

We are answerable to the wider community. It doesn’t mean that things like esoteric 

research are no longer possible. It means we better do a very good job of explaining 

why they are worthwhile, I suppose, why we should be given a licence to do these 

things. We are paid by the taxpayer primarily. Or by individual philanthropists who 

also, you know, have expectations. We need to say here is what we think justifies 

what we would like to be doing (Senior manager). 

There is a need to combine the academic leadership typically focused on values (collegially 

developed criteria, an emphasis on intellectual standards, and a commitment to excellence in 

research and teaching) with a managerial focus on price (market forces, measuring 

instruments, with accountability and profitability).  “In academic organisations, at least, no 

either/or choice between ‘management’ and ‘leadership’ is really available. Inevitable, 

universities now combine the corporate and the collegial in complex ways” (Reid 1996, p. 

13).   Indeed, “we need to transcend the language of bureaucracy and business with the 

language, and the values, of genuine quality education” (Markwell 2007, p. 44). 
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The market-oriented attitude toward knowledge development raises interesting challenges 

around marrying commerce with science, and developing links between academia and 

industry so as to collaborate in producing knowledge that benefits society.  

(They) require new ways of thinking, however, they also require a diversity of thinking, 

a diversity of solutions and new approaches to inquiry and learnings – making the role 

of universities and of education, research and outreach work, and our role in our 

society, of greater importance than ever before (VC’s Installation speech). 

4.3.9 Theme 6 Economy 

A number of reports and submissions produced by universities and higher education bodies 

point to the importance of higher education for navigating the uncertainty brought about by a 

turbulent economic environment. The Universities Australia submission to the Senate 

provided perhaps the most disturbing picture of the economic environment. It argued that 

“the economy—and the labour market—are changing at breakneck speed. It is impossible to 

predict the full impact of the current structural shifts” (Universities Australia 2017). Similarly 

another Go8 submission suggested: 

Australia’s only hope for an engaged and prosperous future lies in ensuring that we 

have a highly skilled population, able to negotiate the flexible and rapidly changing 

economic environment that will be the 21st century norm. This means a strong and 

well-resourced higher education sector (Go8 2017b, p.1). 

Respondents who identified economic imperatives as an antecedent to environmental 

turbulence pointed to a number of factors (volatile investment markets, exchange rates, a 

plateauing local market, caution in consumers’ spending behaviour, housing prices, 

international trade, the global financial crisis, and the recent steep downturn in the local 

economy).  A senior decision maker reiterated a concern shared by many of his colleagues 
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concerning the impact of changing economic conditions on the relations between industry 

and the University: 

You had that great up, you know, all balls in the air, then you got all uncertainty about 

the research funding, because the Government has changed the rules regarding 

research funding and for this University you had the decline in the state budget and 

the decline in the general economic environment, which has affected the capacity of 

industry to interact with the universities, all of which has made it very turbulent 

environment externally for the University (Executive). 

4.3.10 Theme 7 Globalisation 

It’s no longer your local market, it’s the world (Focus group, change management). 

Globalisation was not only seen as a characteristic of the environmental change described 

earlier. Globalisation was also seen as an antecedent to external turbulence. In a strategic 

paper (The University of Western Australia 2012), a former Executive suggested that the 

higher education sector was highly globalised and represented a substantial share of 

Australia’s international trade in services.  At the same time, individual universities are often 

small-scale, localised operations. One Executive suggested that there had been a profound 

change, with universities moving from being “an instrument of state” to being “globalised 

corporations”: 

Since maybe the mid 90's actually, universities have been transitioning into globalised 

corporations, whilst they still receive the bulk of their funding from the Government 

(…) They take their students from all over the world and they generate a significant 

amount of income from students outside their own country. So they become global 

corporations and I think we're still in that phase of transition and we still employ 
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many people whose view of the university was founded when the university was an 

instrument of the state (Executive).  

Similarly, many Government and industry reports (Deloitte 2016; EY 2012; Lacy et al. 2017; 

Productivity Commission 2017) have identified globalisation as one of the most important 

trends in higher education. Australia had 294, 000 international students enrolled in tertiary 

education in 2015, surpassed only by the UK and the USA in absolute numbers. These 

international students represented 15% of Australia’s tertiary students, one of the highest 

shares among OECD nations. At the same time, Australians very seldom study abroad, as 

only 1% of students were enrolled abroad in 2015 (OECD 2017). As one senior manager 

said:  

So the competition is greater and (…) it's not going to be long before for-credit 

courses will be offered online from the world’s best Universities, so how does [the 

University] compete with that?  

Indeed most agreed that the University’s branding was not very well recognised outside 

Australia, and that there was potential for a much stronger international strategic realignment 

positioning the University as a major global institution. The University’s branding, in their 

view, should have been pushed globally on a much bigger scale so as to attract more 

international students.  
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4.4 EXTERNAL ENVIRONMENTAL ANALYSIS SUMMARY 

It was clear that respondents felt there was a high level of turbulence in the external 

environment that was continual and global in scale.  This environmental turbulence is 

becoming more dynamic and more unpredictable. Governmental policy and funding, market 

competition, digital technologies, economic changes, globalisation, and changes in students’ 

needs and preferences are changing academia.  

4.5 INTERNAL ENVIRONMENT 

Some background is needed to fully understand the internal turbulence at the organisation 

being studied. As mentioned in the Methodology Chapter, the data were collected between 

September 2016 and June 2018. It is important to note that the major organisational change 

process reached its peak in 2016, in preparation for implementation in 2017. In the 2016 

Annual Report, the then-Chancellor remarked:  

As anticipated in my introduction to the 2015 Annual Report, the pace of change, 

renewal and transformation at the University (…) quickened in 2016 (The University 

of Western Australia 2017b, p. 6). 

In this context, most Executive members felt internal environmental turbulence was at the 

higher end of the scale (i.e. very turbulent or extremely turbulent) due to continuous recent 

change, uncertainty concerning the direction that change was taking the University in, high 

staff turnover, and the University’s weak financial position. This can be explained by the 

punctuated equilibrium model (Romanelli & Tushman 1994), which depicts organisation as 

evolving through relatively long periods of stability (equilibrium periods) in their basic 

patterns of activity that are punctuated by relatively short bursts of fundamental change 

(revolutionary periods). Punctuated equilibrium model proposes that a large majority of 
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organisational transformations were accomplished via rapid and discontinuous change over 

most or all domains of organizational activity. When asked if they thought the internal 

environment would become increasing turbulent, most Executive members said no, 

expressing optimism that the internal turbulence would settle down, while recognising the 

impact continuous external turbulence was having on the internal environment. As pointed 

out by an Executive: 

Look, I am optimistic. I think we might see a little bit of moderation in the internal 

turbulence, only because I think we are going through a particular change program at 

the moment, which will run its course and come to an end. Having said that I don’t 

think that the turbulence in the external environment will go away in the foreseeable 

future, and with the turbulence in the external environment, I think it is impossible for 

that not to be reflected internally. 

Similarly, most senior managers felt internal environmental turbulence was at the higher end 

of the scale; describing it as very turbulent, extremely turbulent and as a “nightmare.” The 

specific examples provided included the Renewal Project, uncertainty about jobs, staff 

turnover, faulty processes and systems, and leadership challenges. However, one senior 

academic leader suggested it was more a “functional alignment” than turbulence and another 

suggested the loss of less than 10% of staff cannot be perceived as organisational turbulence, 

even if it was turbulence at an individual level. The respondents believed that, in the future, 

some reduction in internal turbulence might be expected, but did not anticipate “safe sailing”. 

For most of the interviewed senior managers, internal turbulence was expected to remain a 

part of the environmental landscape, as per the comment made by a Senior manager: 

The whole idea of what constitutes turbulence as a contrast to stability is not going to 

exist, because the turbulence is going to be what we are living in. 
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Perceptions of high internal turbulence were more pronounced in the focus groups. However, 

there was no agreement about the future, especially in the focus group that had a Change 

Management perspective. Its participants presented opposing views.  In some parts of the 

University turbulence was expected to “settle” but, in others, it was expected to remain high. 

Some respondents felt the environment would become increasingly turbulent, as highlighted 

by a respondent:  

Due to this process [the Renewal Project] we’ll probably lose some very good staff 

that we don’t want to lose and that will be more turbulence and more uncertainty 

(Focus group, academic staff). 

On the other hand, the professional staff focus group thought turbulence would settle.  The 

students and a cross section of staff believed the turbulence reached its peak in the second 

half of 2016 and, although it was expected to further intensify in the short-term, once the 

organisational changes had been completed, things would begin to settle down.  Amongst the 

reasons given for internal turbulence were the Renewal Project, a continuous re-engineering 

of the organisation, instability in the Executive Team, a lack of trust or meaningful 

consultation by the leadership, changes to courses and staff, uncertainty for students, and 

cultural change. 

Having analysed the level of the internal turbulence, this section turns to its antecedents.   A 

lexical analysis led to the map presented in Figure 4.5 that shows the main concepts and how 

they are interrelated. As with the previous analysis, themes are colour-coded such that hot 

colours denote most important themes (i.e. staff, systems, culture and change), while the 

remaining themes are coded in cooler colours (i.e. process, leadership, students, university 

and environment).  
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Figure 4.6 The internal environment concept map
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A content analysis of the primary and secondary data performed in NVivo11 

identified eight major themes which are presented in the ascending order sorted by 

the frequency of references: 

• Theme 1 People (188) 

• Theme 2 Excessive change (155) 

• Theme 3 Financial position (57) 

• Theme 4 Systems, processes and structures (50) 

• Theme 5 Culture (33) 

• Theme 6 Strategy (29) 

• Theme 7 Teaching-research nexus (24) 

• Theme 8 Declining reputation (16).  

These eight themes were placed into three groups of importance. The numbers of 

references and comments made in regards to the relevant theme are specified in the 

brackets and should be treated as a ranking of potential likely importance based on 

content analysis. The rest of this section analyses each theme in detail. 

4.5.1 Theme 1 People 

This broad theme had three sub-themes that are discussed in the subsections below. 

Changing current students’ behaviour and preferences 

Students’ expectations about their experiences at the University are changing, a 

process that is fuelled by some of the external factors discussed previously (in 

particular, globalisation, increased competition, and new technologies). These 
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changing expectations have contributed to the University’s internal turbulence, as 

noted in comments expressed during the one-on-one interviews and focus groups. 

Respondents identified several relevant areas of concern, including falling students’ 

satisfaction, changing graduate outcomes, and a growing demand for an improved 

student experience. In their own words, students would like to be heard. Especially 

important is “finding out what students want from their experiences as such and not 

just to make it [up].” This issue was expressed by an Executive member: 

Well, one thing that I am very disappointed in is decline in students’ 

satisfaction, which is really quite striking. Now, whether that’s the New 

Courses or whatever the reason […] we’ve gone in five years from being 

15% better on the Go8 average to being 10% worse which is, you know, a 

very bad thing. 

The University’s results in a number of national surveys of student experience and 

satisfaction have been disappointing for several years. The percentage of students 

satisfied with the quality of their courses fell by 2% from 2015 to 2016 (The 

University of Western Australia 2017a, p. 134). This should not come as a surprise. 

Australian universities perform poorly on student satisfaction measures compared to 

British and American universities (Productivity Commission 2017).  In one strategic 

document, University leaders admitted:  

We must reaffirm our place as a high preforming institution with a 

commitment to teaching excellence, outstanding teaching quality, growing 

our international education footprint, and providing a greater number of 

students a better experience (Outcome of the Senior Leadership Team’s 

strategic retreat, 2015, p.1).   
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Changing students’ expectations in an increasingly competitive market means the 

University needs to think about its strategy for competing with existing and future 

providers. The modernisation of the curriculum, which resulted in the introduction of 

New Courses, will need to be supported by a fundamental revision of pedagogical 

strategies (The University of Western Australia 2012). Educational strategies should, 

however, go hand-in-hand with research strategies, which will be discussed under 

Theme 7 (Teaching- research nexus).  

Staff turnover 

Major changes to Executive portfolios took place in 2013 and 2014 (Appendix L), 

followed by the introduction of a Voluntary Early Retirement Scheme and an 

announcement that 300 positions (professional and academic) would be made 

redundant. These staff cuts were the most controversial part of the organisational 

change that followed.  The senior administrative staff focus group clearly suggested 

internal turbulence had been brought about by instability in the Executive portfolio, 

changes to roles and responsibilities, and the loss of loyal staff.  Similarly, the 

students’ focus group observed that higher staff turnover affects students in the areas 

of supervision and administrative advice.  

The introduction of “new blood” into the Executive Team was seen by many as 

leading to a mentality of “them and us”.  Senior leaders with long-standing 

experience at UWA noted that the new people did not have a background within the 

University or in Western Australia, which led to resentment: 

I think what has emanated is a degree of cynicism, the degree of us and 

them, so there is a scene of… a new breed of newbies brought that senior 

tires of management, who are gung-ho and the people who have been here 

for a while […] feel we are not valued in this process and we are not going 
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to be heard and it’s the newbies, the shiny newbies, who are going to be 

running the show (Focus group, professional staff).  

High staff turnover was frequently mentioned in the context of job insecurity. Staff 

who witnessed their peers being made redundant often reflected on their own future. 

Uncertainty about the future was also evident in comments made by academic, 

professional and student participants in many other areas (i.e. financial, functional, 

procedural, managerial and leadership). 

High staff turnover was seen by some senior leaders with long experience at the 

University as leading to a loss of corporate knowledge.  However, one Executive 

member, relatively new in his position, voiced his concerns about the challenges of 

managing tacit knowledge: 

There is a balance between having people with a deep corporate knowledge, 

but for whom, once again, that knowledge can be an asset, but it may also be 

a liability, […] to the extent that they’ve created many of the policies and 

systems and processes that we have here and they have vested interests in 

those, because they are their legacy. They may be the people who are the 

most resistant to change. So, as I said before, for the University, which is 

trying to be both prestigious and contemporary, we’ve got people… some of 

whom have fantastic corporate knowledge, but without the right attitude and 

culture can use that great corporate knowledge to stall any change 

(Executive). 

Resistance to change 

As mentioned in the above quote, some respondents noted that accepting a new 

paradigm had not been easy for University staff. In this context, resistance to change 

was to be expected (Falkenberg et al. 2005). Not surprisingly, perceptions of 
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resistance varied between different groups. Some Executive members were 

concerned about the resistance to change on the part of University staff:  

There is enormous resistance from some parts of the University for that: 

slowness, sluggishness (Executive).  

In contrast, some academic focus group members expressed concern that their 

resistance was not strong enough. One senior manager suggested that some parts of 

the University seemed to be stuck in a “time warp” and were not able to see beyond 

Perth. A thoughtful analysis of this phenomenon was presented by a senior decision-

maker: 

So, you know, universities, traditionally, and this one is no different, are very 

slow. Academics are inherently conservative and will resist change, unless the 

case for change is made with well-developed evidence, in my experience. And 

it’s got to be argued, and it’s got to be argued directly (Executive). 

4.5.2 Theme 2   Excessive change leading to change fatigue 

Excessive change is observed when: “(1) the organization pursues several, seemingly 

unrelated and sometimes conflicting changes simultaneously. (2) The organization 

introduces new changes before the previous change is completed and evaluated, 

without allowing time for business as usual and reaping the benefits” (Stensaker et 

al. 2002, p. 302).  Excessive change was the second-most cited cause of internal 

turbulence. A senior administrative staff member commented:  

Continuous instability…Not just one restructure, but few coupled around, no 

end in sight (Professional staff, focus group).  
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A participant in the change management focus group expressed frustration on behalf 

of his staff:  

Not just change fatigue, now it’s outright resentment and disillusionment 

among staff (…) My people understand we have to go through change, they 

just don’t understand why do we have to go through this three times to get to 

where you want us to go? (Focus group, change management).  

This was echoed by academic participants, who noted there was too much change 

happening at once. The students recognised that the scale of change had not been 

seen before; highlighting the fact that the changes in course design coincided with 

staff changes and structural changes in the organisation. When asked to provide 

specific examples of continuous change, respondents identified three major programs 

(i.e. Functional Reviews, New Courses 2012, and the Renewal Project). Appendix M 

summarises the organisational milestones from 2012 to 2017. Clearly, this period 

was marked by major changes in leadership, organisational structure and curriculum 

design. The academic literature (Teece 2013) suggests that departures from routines 

increase anxiety within an organisation, unless its culture is shaped to accept such 

internal changes.   This was not a case for the University. The continuous change 

created an environment in which there was a lot of “fiddling around with structures” 

and not much value-added, as commented by one of the respondents:  

To be quite frank, I am not sure that it gains very much at all; it creates a lot 

of disruption. Does it really improve efficiency? Maybe five years 

afterwards, but I don’t regard that as really reformist (Senior manager).  

When change becomes excessive, people react and respond, typically by resisting 

change (Falkenberg et al. 2005). In addition to negative responses, some positive 
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effects were suggested, especially from top management. Most senior managers and 

Executive members recognised and acknowledged the current transformation was 

very different from historical changes. Historically, the University tended to “morph 

and evolve rather than have a revolutionary change.” Responses provided by senior 

managers and the Executive focused on the opportunities the Renewal project 

presented, and the fact that the change was “absolutely essential”. It was expected to 

free up resources and get rid of “structural and personal blockages”.  At a 

Convocation speech, one senior Executive member highlighted the continuous nature 

of the change upon which the University had embarked: 

So, on that continuum change we are pushing the boundaries, as I have 

indicated but within that we are always in continuous improvement and 

modifying and amending and that will continue to be the case beyond the life 

cycle of this Renewal (The University of Western Australia 2016b). 

4.5.3 Theme 3 Financial position  

The University’s difficult financial position was a commonly-cited cause of internal 

turbulence that was especially noticeable in the secondary data. Table 4.2 shows the 

University’s recent underlying financial results (The Univeristy of Western Australia 

2018). The ‘underlying result’ is a financial measure used widely by Australian 

Group of Eight universities. In 2012, the University recorded an underlying deficit of 

$8.8 million. The underlying result represents its financial performance after 

adjusting for timing variations, capital grants, donations and investment income. The 

2012 net operating result included the receipt of capital grants and capital donations 

of artworks that were not available for operational purposes. Investment income is 

subject to market volatility and is not often used for core operational activities. In 
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2017, the University had a financial surplus of $81.4 million with an underlying 

result of $18 million.  

Table 4.2 Underlying financial results for 2011-2017 

 2011 

$m 

2012 

$m 

2013 

$m 

2014 

$m 

2015 

$m 

2016 

$m 

2017 

$m 

Net operating result 50.0 101.8 124.8 91.2 32.4 25.8 81.4 

Adjusted for:        

Endowment and gifted funds (7.5) (63.1) (89.9) (42.3) (51.2) (42.5) (84.2) 

Investment funds 1.0 (21.4) (20.5) (12.7) (1.5) (3.2) 1.1 

Capital grants (17.4) (18.1) (5.2) (17.8) (3.2) (1.8) (4.4) 

Research and other specific 
grants 

(16.8) (7.7) (8.0) (2.5) 2.5 (4.4) 14.3 

Extraordinary items     17.0 24.3 9.8 

Underlying result 9.3 (8.5) 1.2 15.9 (4.0) (1.8) 18.0 

Figures shown without brackets indicate surplus, figures in brackets indicate a deficit 

The need for urgent change due to the University’s difficult financial position was 

seen in responses from Executive members and senior managers, but less frequently 

in responses from academic and professional staff. It was not mentioned by students. 

The budget challenges were signalled in a number of discussion papers, such as 

UWA Futures (The University of Western Australia 2012), UWA 2020: Preparing 

for Success (The University of Western Australia 2013b) and Securing Success (The 

University of Western Australia 2015b), as well as other internal documents and 

annual reports. Those papers highlighted the fact that, although all universities faced 

budget challenges, the University had the lowest average revenue per FTE student, 

operated with relatively high costs, particularly with respect to staffing, and 

underinvested in IT and infrastructure.  
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We will need to work quickly to develop and implement proposals for change 

and improvement. As this paper has made clear, the University’s current 

operating model is not sustainable: our costs are too high, our revenue is too 

low, and we are not able to support the internal ‘future fund’ which we need in 

order to undertake essential academic investment and innovation (The 

University of Western Australia 2015b, p. 15). 

Universities are not-for-profit and do not have to maximise shareholder value. 

Nevertheless, they need to be run with the same degree of professionalism as any 

company of comparable complexity and size (Leih & Teece 2016).  Some 

respondents and focus group participants recognised that, in the past, financial 

sustainability had not been embedded in the organisational culture, leading to a lack 

of flexibility in investments.  However, many thought financial considerations should 

be treated as means not ends. A former senior Executive with many years leadership 

experience commented:  

Don’t get me wrong, money is very important in the University. But money 

exists; University resources exist, to develop the University, not the other way 

around! We are not a for-profit organisation. We’re not. And there are going 

to be times when we are going to go into debt and there are going to be times 

when you are going to shift things around. And so I think there’s been a much 

greater emphasis on financial matters to the detriment of other matters. 

This view was echoed by another Executive member who argued that, without re-

examining its core values, the University might end up solely, and inappropriately, 

focused on money. Another Executive member saw the financial position in a 

benchmarking context. For them, the University’s relatively weak position was the 
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important factor. They felt the only way to compete with other universities was 

through an improved financial position.  

Focusing primarily on financial matters in transforming academia can be risky.  

According to leading DCs scholars, an organisation’s balance sheet contains items 

that are often valued at original market cost (Teece & Pisano 1994).  Therefore, it 

can be a poor representation of an organisation’s competence. In the short run, a 

firm’s cash position and leverage may have strategic implications (Teece & Pisano 

1994) but, in the long run, they ought not do so. 

While proper financial management is imperative, no new shared services 

initiative or similar measures can bring strength to a university that continues 

to make strategic missteps or has failed to respond to available opportunities. 

Without strong DC to keep the resource profile and revenue model aligned 

with the need of stakeholders, efficiency and cost effectiveness will count 

for relatively little (Leih, Teece 2016 p.182). 

4.5.4 Theme 4 Systems, processes and structures 

Many respondents commented that the University was not nimble enough to take 

advantage of new opportunities.  Both primary and secondary data suggest that the 

University’s structures and processes were rigid, outdated and no longer serving the 

University well. Basic business operations (administration, finance, HR, and IT) 

were overloaded with duplication, out-of-date processes, unclear reporting lines and 

vague role descriptions, while internal governance structures were seen as time 

consuming and slow.  The “silo” mentality in managing functions, people and 

systems was seen as an important weakness:  
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I have never worked within any institution or even been aligned with any 

institution that has so many ludicrous separate systems that waste and drain 

effort, where you're entering the same information, multiple, multiple times 

and they tend to all be locally customised (Senior manager). 

4.5.5 Theme 5 Culture 

An organisational culture is difficult to define. In trying to do so, however, one 

member of the student focus group compared an organisational culture to a 

personality:  

I think that [culture] really speaks to who we are as an organisation. If the 

University was a person, you know, what are its values, what does it stand 

for, why do people choose to come here? Because they want be part of, a 

certain standard, a certain way of making your way in the world. The culture 

is not easy to define, is it? But I’d like to think it is a really important factor 

(Focus group, student).   

One of the clearer observations form this study, expressed by many respondents, was 

the diversity of “cultures” and morale across the University. This diversity was not 

just academic versus professional or old staff versus new staff.  It was evident across 

professional staff and across academics. However, respondents agreed that the 

current culture was in a “state of flux” and there was a need to “fix the culture”. 

Respondents including senior managers, Executives, and focus group participants 

identified a number of cultural factors that contributed to internal turbulence:  

• A disconnect between culture and strategy. 

• Problems with communication at a group level. 
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• Challenges in bringing research clusters together, or in words of an 

Executive member “culture of monastic scholar”. 

• Elements of competitiveness, described as “squabbling over funding, 

staffing and academic identity”, “big fish in a small pond mentality”. 

• Seeing teaching as an “unnecessary encumbrance rather than the part of a 

core business”.  

While most responses focused on negative examples and “what is not working”, 

some had suggestions for improvement. One senior manager suggested the current 

culture was at a low ebb mostly due to the change process and pending redundancies. 

It would take a while to restore the culture so it could support the University’s 

mission. In his opinion, the new leadership should focus on restoring good will:    

I always think the University runs on so much good will and if you don’t 

have that good will, the University is not going to work. If everyone just did 

nine to five, there is no way we would be a top university. So, some of that 

good will has been lost for various reasons, and it was probably inevitable in 

a major change anyway, but restoring that good will is going to be vital to 

getting the culture back to being one where people really care about the 

institution, want it to succeed, understand their part in it, and want to 

contribute/ So that’s the challenge for the Executive, I think. 

One Executive member saw an opportunity for improvement by creating an inclusive 

culture, in which staff “are working together, we are working for the University”. In 

their opinion, people will want to stay and work in such an environment so as to 

contribute to the University, rather than just make a name for themselves. As difficult 

as it might be to create, she hoped such an inclusive culture was possible.  
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An inclusive culture and good will requires considerable trust. Prior research 

suggests that leadership and trust, observed through open communication and 

information sharing, are critical in generating an atmosphere for continual learning 

and resource-creation (Pablo et al. 2007).  However, responses, especially by 

academic staff and students, suggested trust has been a casualty of the change 

process:  

[It] eroded any trust there might have been towards the Executive 

(postgraduate student). 

Trust is the… really, you know, once the institution loses confidence in the 

leadership, well, then it’s….universities are very difficult organisations then 

(Senior leader). 

4.5.6 Theme 6 Strategy 

Leadership and strategic management are connected, insofar as both have a bearing 

upon the generation and allocation of resources (Leih & Teece 2016). It is no 

surprise that strategic management issues were emphasized as antecedents to internal 

turbulence. The Change Management focus group highlighted the lack of connection 

between strategy and KPIs. Senior administrative staff commented on the lack of 

trust and genuine consultation with staff, and the lack of vision in leading change.  

This view was echoed by an Executive member:  

I don’t think we’ve actually had a vision internally of how we evolve. We’ve 

reacted to changing student demands, staff demands, other factors that arose, 

but as I said I think it’s been tactical rather than strategic.  

Another Executive member highlighted the need to set strategic direction and be 

consistent:  
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If you keep changing the agenda you will lose people, because they will say: 

‘I can’t see a clear direction’. 

This point is further discussed in the change management Chapter 6.2. Academic 

staff’s perceived lack of consultation, lack of direction in leading change and 

problems with communication were attributed to extreme changes in the Executive’s 

portfolios. The importance of communication was also highlighted by a Senior 

manager: 

Well, because reflecting on my own earlier mistakes in university life, I 

know that morale is adversely affected if people feel that they haven’t been 

involved sufficiently in a dialogue about some change.[…] Communication 

is a two-way channel where there are questions, there are responses. 

Another focus group added problems with leading by example, and environmental 

scanning. Senior managers added slow and convoluted decision-making processes, a 

poor execution of strategy, the isolation of leadership, and a focus on a set of 

rankings, rather than values and direction. 

Strategic inertia 

Strategic inertia can be defined as “the tendency for organisations to remain with the 

status quo and their resistance to strategic renewal outside the frame of their current 

strategy” (Hopkins, Mallette & Hopkins 2013, p. 77). There was an evident 

difference in perception of strategic inertia between the focus groups. Some focus 

groups thought there were no signs of strategic inertia at the University, while some 

pointed to the following examples:  

• A history of structural conservatism, described by a participant as: being 

slow to change and to adapt (Focus group, professional staff). 
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• Difficulties in implementing online learning (Focus group, professional 

staff and Focus group cross-section). 

• Not being able to use collected data to generate insights into opportunities 

(i.e. conducting multiple reviews and failing to implement the 

recommendations) (Focus group, professional staff). 

• A lack of focus on unrestricted cash (Focus group, professional staff; 

Focus group cross section; Senior manager). 

• Being tactical rather than strategic, being reactive rather than proactive 

(i.e. marketing campaign was seen as desperate) (Focus group students, 

Focus group academic staff; Executive; Senior manager). 

• A lack of clear strategy (Executive). 

• An inability to connect staff together (academic and professional) (Focus 

group, change management, 

• Process inertia, the duplication of effort and unnecessary complexity 

(Executive).  

Some respondents pointed to extremities in organisational management (e.g. going 

from strategic inertia to great turbulence without consideration of what that meant to 

the organisation). Senior managers pointed to inertia in global branding, HR, 

marketing and IT, and relying on the University’s prestige. When asked to identify 

sources of strategic inertia, Executive members pointed to complacency (“until 

recently”) or to areas below organisational level (staff bureaucracy, governance, 

processes) or to specific departments (e.g. Facilities Management and HR). They 
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also gave examples of inertia at a faculty or group level. In summary, strategic inertia 

was seen at a sensing, seizing and reconfiguring level. Most importantly, the effort to 

change the status quo was seen as being reactive.  

4.5.7 Theme 7 Teaching research nexus 

Writing on business innovation, Drucker (1994) remarked that, in 1809, German 

statesman and scholar Wilhelm von Humboldt founded the University of Berlin on a 

new, radical “theory of the business”, proposing teaching and research, once the 

work of separate bodies, should be combined. Consequently, intellectual freedom 

and the teaching-research nexus are accepted as defining features of modern 

universities.    

Teaching-research nexus theory suggests that contact with high-quality researchers 

aids students’ research skills, makes them more engaged, and keeps them up to date 

with the latest research findings. This nexus is reinforced by regulatory requirements 

that restrict the title of ‘university’ to those institutions that undertake teaching and 

research (Productivity Commission 2017).  The Productivity Commission report 

(Shifting the Dial) (2017) noted that universities are being encouraged to enrol 

students in “high-margin courses”, with relatively low teaching cost but higher fees, 

allowing them to direct more money into research.  This is partly due to the 

importance of research in international rankings, as well as the culture in universities 

that gives prestige to research and sees teaching-focused positions as a low-pay, low-

progression and low-value career pathways.  

Similarly, respondents pointed to the tension between teaching and research in terms 

of academic performance evaluation, falling student satisfaction, teaching quality 

issues and uncertain graduate outcomes.  
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Regarding what we do well, we used to do good teaching and learning, we 

don’t anymore, because nobody cared about it. It’s all research (Focus 

group, academic).  

It has been noted in section 4.5.5 that the University’s culture does not value 

teaching in the same way as it values research.   Consequently, the Research-led 

Teaching Project was set up by the University leadership as a priority.  This project 

(one of four in the Enhanced Education Strategy) and was designed to explore the 

nature of research-led teaching so as to suggest recommendations for staff 

professional development and student research activities  (Dau 2017). 

4.5.8  Theme 8 Declining reputation 

As highlighted in a strategic paper (The University of Western Australia 2015b), 

international surveys of academics and employees’ feedback the University is not as 

well-known as it should be. This reputational deficit is unsurprising. While other 

local universities have promoted themselves internationally, the University capped 

international recruitment in 1995. Indeed, with exception of the Graduate School of 

Management (GSM), the University did not advertise at all until 2011 and, even 

then, limited advertising to Australian audiences (The University of Western 

Australia 2015b).  

Respondents across all groups saw reputation as an important factor contributing to 

internal turbulence. Focus group members referred to negative word of mouth 

(Sweeney, Soutar & Mazzarol 2008) amongst students, their peers, and family 

members, highlighting that the University was no longer the first choice for many 

quality local students. They also commented on changing attitudes towards 

competitors. The 2017 figures (The Univeristy of Western Australia 2018) shown in 
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Table 4.3 suggest the University is losing its share of high-performing school-leavers 

with an ATAR greater than 95 to other public universities in the State. 

Table 4.3 Share of first preferences in TISC applications from school leavers with ATAR  ≥ 95 

 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

Proportion of school leavers with an 
ATAR ≥95 

75% 74% 75% 70% 64% 

 
Note: From (The University of Western Australia 2018, p. 140) 

 

Senior managers spoke about the negative consequences of losing reputation and of 

failing rankings in student and staff recruitment. Further, the Executives and senor 

decision-makers expressed concerns about the lost confidence of the public and a 

need to re-engage society in understanding universities’ missions and values. A 

former Executive remarked: 

You can’t avoid ranking as a university, because the ranking is the external 

stakeholder, market perspective, where the University sits within the 

hierarchy, which relates to reputation, and because universities are not-for-

profits, they don’t actually exist to maximize the financial results, so the 

questions are what results they are trying to maximize? And I would argue 

that the most valued currency in universities is reputation. 

If, as argued, the University’s most valuable currency is its reputation, devaluation 

can change attitudes and influence behaviour, as summed up by a respondent:  

It used to be the choice for the prestigious University and is no longer. 

People are going to Curtin […] now (Focus group, students). 
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4.6 INTERNAL ENVIRONMENT SUMMARY 

A content analysis of the primary and secondary data identified eight major internal 

environment themes. The data, which were collected during the turbulent phase of 

organisational change, suggested the change affected all sections and levels of the 

organisation. Executive members, Senior managers, and focus groups participants 

agreed the level of internal turbulence was high, with the Executive group being 

most optimistic about the future and the focus groups being least optimistic.  All 

respondents believed change had become a part of environmental landscape.  

A number of comments suggested that blind spots in strategy, culture, processes and 

mentality did not allow for the effective change to take place. Obstacles such as 

declining reputation, staff resistance, staff fatigue and burnout may have prevented 

the reconfiguration to be effective. 

4.7 ENVIRONMENTAL ANALYSIS SUMMARY 

The forces impacting on modern academia, and demands placed on its leaders by 

students, communities, and other stakeholders, are rising in complexity and 

ambiguity. The detailed analysis of the external and internal environment in which 

the University operates suggests high levels of perceived turbulence. Change is 

continual and global, and the turbulence it has created is not likely to ease. Factors 

contributing to external turbulence include: Government policies, market 

competition, digitalisation, changing student needs and preferences, the 

corporatisation of academia, economic changes and globalisation. Factors 

contributing to internal turbulence include people, continuous and long-term change, 

the University’s financial position, systems, processes and procedures, culture, 

strategy, teaching-research nexus and declining reputation.  These findings are 
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congruent with prior research, which has shown environmental dynamism is an 

important antecedent to DCs (Schilke et al. 2018). 

These forces are not only powerful in their own right but are also interrelated. 

Organisations and their political, technological and social environments have become 

more complex and more uncertain (Waddell et al. 2017).   The “compounding effect” 

external changes can have by fuelling internal change was noted by many 

respondents. Struggles with the internal and external environment suggest that there 

are underlying global changes to academia as a whole, its struggle with its values and 

mission. The model of academia as we know it is changing.  

These changes, especially in the last two decades, have created a misalignment 

between older forms of academic culture and identity, and the new world in which 

universities now dwell. The transition to new structures, new decision-making 

modes, and new forms of interdependence will continue to cause distress unless new 

forms of leadership emerge and unless more effort is made to engage staff (Sharrock 

2007). The suggestions inherent in the DCs approach, which is discussed in the next 

Chapter, could be a remedy for this situation.
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Chapter 5: Data Analysis - Dynamic 
Capabilities 

5.1 INTRODUCTION  

Dynamic capabilities (DCs) are complex, multifarious phenomena. Different 

dimensions have been used to categorise and distinguish dynamic capabilities 

Schilke et al. (2018). This Chapter focuses on the definition and framework of DCs, 

as they apply in a university context, which relates to aims (2) and (3) of the present 

study. 

Teece’s (2007) micro-foundation sensing, seizing and reconfiguring typology was 

used to understand how the University might identify its DCs. Following this 

typology, DCs are reflected in distinct organisational processes designed to gain a 

comprehensive understanding of the environment and emerging opportunities and 

threats (sensing), making strategic choices among business models and investment 

opportunities (seizing) and reconfiguring the organisation’s resources, structure and 

capabilities (reconfiguring). In previous empirical studies Leih and Teece’s (2016) 

used this framework to analyse the relationship between campus leadership and the 

organisational-level DCs. 

The structure of this Chapter follows Teece’s typology in the ensuing order: section 

5.2 presents the ways in which respondents define and understand DCs, section 5.3 

illustrates examples of sensing at the University at different levels, section 5.4 

focuses on seizing and section 5.5 on reconfiguring.  The Chapter concludes with the 

summary of DCs data analysis.  
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5.2 HOW DO RESPONDENTS DEFINE DCS? 

This project approached DC analysis from a strategic management perspective, so as 

to advance the dialogue and discussion over strategic management issues facing 

Australian universities.  Leih and Teece (2016, p. 183) have argued that: 

Good management involves not just managing organizations known as the 

university. It also requires leadership and strategy, particularly with respect 

to building and managing the ecosystem surrounding the campus to promote 

regional, national, and global economic development that benefits not just 

regional and national economies, but the university itself.  

Interestingly, the idea of DCs was not well known to the majority of staff and senior 

leaders at the University. Only one respondent was familiar with the theory before it 

was discussed by the researcher. However, once the concept had been explained to 

them and respondents were asked for an interpretation of the term or an example of a 

DC in their domain, they provided interesting answers. The answers were 

summarised and categorised into five groups: listing/describing the parts, examples 

and anecdotes, metaphors, context, and ramification. The metaphorical displays 

presented next depict the nature of the findings.  They serve two functions: present 

the information graphically and provide insight into the presented information 

(Verdinelli & Scagnoli 2013). 
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Listing and describing the parts 

In these answers, participants identified familiar pieces of an idea to 

point to the definition of the bigger concept: 

Being more nimble (Executive). 

The dynamic capabilities thing is really about finding a balance between autonomy 

and centralized guidance (Focus group, academic staff). 

So for me this marrying of the internal competencies and external challenge really I 

think brings to the fore what the dynamic capabilities are (Executive). 

How do we create flexibility for situations that we are not fully aware (Executive). 

I see it as an opportunity to take framework that enables you to… so in some ways 

it’s a deconstruction of existing assumptions, beliefs, values, models, objectives 

within an institution and deconstructing them, not necessarily re-constructing them 

in the same way, but really beginning to think about the resources that we have 

available. Now, when I talk about resources I don’t necessarily mean funding, I am 

talking about human capabilities and skills and talents and re-thinking those and 

reframing them in a way that might create a dynamic… a more dynamic 

environment, a more renovating environment, a different way of looking at things. 

So it involves some re-framing, it involves some shifting of the paradigm, it 

involves looking at the skills set in slightly different way and it also involves 

people being willing to transfer and translate their existing knowledge into a new 

context and applying it quite differently, or bringing in a different perspective to 

bare on an existing problem (Executive). 

So, for me dynamic capability would be nimbleness, ability to take advantage of 

opportunities, ability to adapt to change in certain circumstances (Senior Manager). 

Basically, we are just talking about what organisations are capable of doing 
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distinctively (…) in a changing environment, and so it has the idea of 

adaptability and capacity for change (Senior Academic leader). 

 
Examples and anecdotes  

Participants attempted to illustrate the term by telling a story or 

giving an example: 

Previously people would have said the staff were over stretched, they can’t teach any 

more, but suddenly we’re offering eighty new degrees, so clearly there was a 

dynamism there anyway, an ability to realign the workforce (Senior manager). 

An example of trying to reconfigure resources, our teaching resources, our human 

capabilities and our teaching capacity towards a brand new way of thinking about 

education (Executive). 

 
Metaphors 

Participants used this figure of speech to help explain the idea or 

make a comparison: 

Limbo athlete 

 

You want to be the young, live limbo athlete, who is quite 

flexible and then you can change him to respond to the 

external pressures, rather than being this sort of arthritic 

patient, for whom every change and movement is painful and 

difficult and with that analogy I would say managing change 

is much easier, if you are fit and able to change and having 

dynamic capabilities, to me, fit and reactive and responsive 

and able to change rather than being less fit in terms of 

dynamic capability, in which case change would be much 

more painful and much more distractive (Executive). 
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Ocean wave 

 

So, again, trying to avoid a cliché, but I think the analogy 

that I would use, or at least the image that comes in to my 

head is the wave and the wave is always moving and you 

can try to hold it back, but the waves … you’re not going 

to hold back the ocean, so I think you know, getting in to 

later questions that you have it here, my advice always is 

and my approach always is not how do you hold it back, 

but how do you ride it out, how do you ride with it 

(Executive). 

Garden 

 

I’m a keen gardener and I’m one of those gardeners that 

kind of likes that English garden, you know the 

messiness with all the overgrowth. My wife’s a gardener 

who likes to cut things and chop things and have them 

neat and tidy, we’ve gone through the process of cutting 

things and making them neat and tidy, so it looks a little 

bit bare right now and it feels a bit bare and a little bit 

stark, that will grow in and we will see that grow in and 

then in ten years down the track, we’ll have to trim it 

again and do that (Executive). 

Ocean liner 

 

The University is like an ocean liner, whilst it’s sailing 

along and you just got to move its direction a little bit and 

you will end up being up in a very different place than 

when you were (Executive). 
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Context  

One participant pointed out the environment or sector in which the term is 

used: 

If we think about the fact that usually your dynamic capabilities come to the surface when you 

are in a time of crisis and I think unless you understand, and not everybody does, that’s when 

you really know your strategy, because it really reveals what your capabilities are, but also what 

your focus is (Executive). 

 
Ramification 

In these responses, participants attempted to show how the concept affects 

people or the organisation: 

And I think that’s a real strength in terms of a dynamic capability, because if you can get people 

up to that level then carrying that helicopter view and understanding that interrelatedness of 

systems, processes and how we work together in that way, I think you can always pull back to a 

perspective that everybody would share, even when it gets to very difficult decisions about 

specific allocations of portfolio or specific services. So I think it’s about that understanding of 

the greater picture that came to the surface (Executive). 

For the universities always you have to strive for the best, you ought to compete for the limited 

resources to survive nationally competitors, grants and any other things, so the only way to 

change is that you change. The individuals and the University has to change according to the 

external environment. So, the clever people, the clever institutions always monitor at the 

barometer to see what’s happening, so the national goals changes, national agenda changes, 

national priorities change, higher education changes, so if you become static, you’re dead. You 

will become a dinosaur (Senior manager). 
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5.4 SENSING AT THE UNIVERSITY  

Any good leader in a modern university should have the knack of reading the 

signs intelligently, discriminating between opportunities to be seized and 

enticements to be resisted, and planning rigorously on the basis of the 

organisation’s established strengths and strategic capabilities (Reid 1996, p. 44). 

Teece (2013, p. 10) defined the sensing of new opportunities as “a scanning, 

creation, learning and interpretive activity.” It involves investment in research, 

analysing customers’ needs, and understanding technological advances.  It also 

involves understanding hidden demand, the evolution of industries and markets, and 

anticipating competitors’ and suppliers’ likely responses to changes.  Leih and Teece 

(2016) have identified a range of sensing capabilities of particular significance for 

universities, including identifying emerging global trends, recognising opportunities 

that increase access to research funding, endowment gifts and talent, and recognising 

threats to enrolment, faculty retention, and quality of service.   

Broadly speaking, sensing at the University happens at all levels (i.e. individual, 

Executive and organisational). Academic staff are expected to monitor the 

environment and use their networks to ensure they are at the forefront of their 

research area. Heads of Schools and Disciplines, and Deans, are in charge of their 

section’s environmental sensing. Institutes and centres are expected both to be at the 

forefront of research, and act as contact points for industry engagement. Analysis of 

the data suggested two major themes – the level of sensing, and examples of sensing, 

both positive and negative – that are discussed in the next section.  
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5.4.1 Levels of sensing 

Individual level and group level 

There were many different responses to the question about the responsibility for 

sensing in focus groups and interviews.  Most Executives and senior managers saw 

environmental scanning as part of their role. According to these respondents, 

scanning is done on individual basis:  

It was really more an individual responsibility (…) The Executive Team, but 

also the deans and also academics, everybody really looking to say: ‘here is a 

good idea; this’s been done in this place, why haven’t we started, why aren’t 

we doing this?’ (Executive).   

 

So, constantly watching the external environment, then making sure that the 

University understands what’s going on, so if there is an issue state-wide like 

the Chief Scientist wanted to have a forum and then I represented the 

University and provided input to developing a discussion paper, the capability 

document, so… that’s just an example (Senior manager). 

Executive level 

Generally, Executives agreed that scanning is undertaken mostly at an Executive 

level, and that it is embedded in their portfolios, with the Vice-Chancellor bearing 

the final responsibility.  Most commented that sensing could have been done better. 

In particular, some expressed concern about the lack of institutionalised and 

systematic scanning: 

I am looking externally, certainly the Vice-Chancellor is looking externally 

and I would like to think that other senior members of the University, 

including the Executive, the Deans are also looking externally trying to 

understand what is going on, but do we do it in a structured and methodical 
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way? No, I don’t think we do and I don’t know, how effectively, we share 

and debate those insights that we have. So, in terms of identifying 

opportunities, I think it’s done in an ad-hoc individualized way, rather than 

in institutional, let me say, structured way (Executive). 

Similarly, at a school and discipline level, Senior managers believed their 

responsibilities included constant environmental scanning: 

We are constantly looking to try and tweak the balance and that’s certainly 

one of my roles as a Head of School to be on top of that balance along with 

the School Manager, understand, you know, our finances, but always going 

for any opportunity you can find (Senior manager). 

An interesting observation from an historical point of view was made by a former 

decision-maker. Due to its geographical location, the University was seen for a very 

long time as “the most isolated University in the world”. The only visitors were 

people on their way to England on study leave who had a stopover in the local port. 

It took months to go away on a study leave, which contributed to the sense of 

isolation and the lack of connection with Eastern Australia. The External 

Environment Committee of the Senate, the Vice-Chancellor’s Visiting Fellows 

Scheme, and good travel arrangements have all helped minimise this sense of 

isolation, bringing new ideas to the University and enabling staff to travel to see 

developments in other parts of the world. The participant remarked as follows:   

You know in my time I can think of three people who went into Harvard to do 

the management course (…) I remember back in ’98 [the Registrar] and I went 

to three British universities to look at what was going on, so we went to 

Bristol, Birmingham and Warwick and it was one of the reasons why I drove 

us into World Wide Universities Network, because I wanted us to be open to 
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new ideas (…) That sense of isolation… that’s why we developed the 

collaboration fund to enable people to go and work with people from other 

places (Executive). 

Systemic level 

Some respondents from one-on-one interviews suggested that the lack of flexibility 

in organisational structures constituted a structural barrier to sensing: 

So, basically you need to monitor what’s going on outside, regularly have 

interaction with the external community and many times the University’s 

structure doesn’t allow that (…) Individuals do, but generally speaking 

University structure is inward looking (Senior manager). 

Others expressed a more optimistic view, feeling that the new structure would help: 

I think it's going to be much easier with the new faculty structure, (…) We've 

got a new team, a lot of the people are not necessarily from within that 

particular area of managing, I think the new shake up has created the 

conditions for us to sense opportunities and a real willingness to realise them 

(Senior manager). 

Some respondents also thought opportunity-seeking should be embedded at every 

level of the organisation: 

Everywhere, everywhere, from the classroom to the person who is entering 

data, everybody, everywhere needs to be out there to see, what can I do 

better, differently, more efficiently (Senior manager). 

However, one Executive member suggested that sensing was a ‘joint responsibility’, 

and that the role of the Executive was to guide staff around a set of goals and 

objectives, and build on the intelligence obtained from them. He commented:  
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I have a particular disciplinary expertise and I have a particular outlook on 

the opportunities and so on, but nobody knows the world of music better 

than the head of Music and what the opportunities might be that are 

emerging, so it’s not for me to necessarily tell the Head of Music what I 

think…that tuba playing is going to be the next big thing. He’s got the 

intelligence within his school and on the ground with his alumni and 

networks to be able to tell me that. I see my role as (…) to take the ideas of 

others and work with them to see those through to fruition. 

One of the senior managers pointed out the importance of a coordinated approach to 

sensing that should involve international strategy, industry engagement and 

philanthropy: 

Well, industry engagement is also another one where, you know, we can all 

go out as individuals and try and talk to industry, but is there is a coordinated 

approach from the University at a higher level, so you don’t have ten 

different people all going to the same company and asking for ten different 

things and not knowing, but having a really coordinated approach to make 

industry ask that’s been really important (…) same with philanthropy. 

There was broad agreement that the shifts in the external environment require 

constant monitoring.  Respondents felt the University needed to keep up-to-date with 

its external environment to ensure it was in a strong position for the future. Staff at 

all levels seemed to be genuinely driven by a desire to achieve excellence (part of 

University motto) in everything they do, as reiterated by a Senior manager:  

[We acted] not from the conviction, in that case, that there was anything 

particularly wrong with what the [University] was doing, but from the 

conscientious, scrupulous insistence on insuring that students of this 
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University would, in the future, have the best available education […]and give 

the students what they needed to equip them for success in the international 

arena, because that was the second aspect of  the reform impulse, that it was 

not only just an open-ended question being pursued, but what really was going 

to be the best for this University in the years to come. 

Prior research has suggested that the individual act of sensing benefits from, and 

contributes to, organisation-level information gathering processes (Dong, Garbuio & 

Lovallo 2016). According to Teece (2013), sensing capabilities should be embedded 

in organisational processes (as shown in Figure 5.1), given that individuals do not 

have an unlimited capacity to continuously scan the environment. They also tend to 

focus on unambiguous information, rather than on diverse stimuli, which reduces 

their ability to connect external events and internal strategies (Dollinger 1984). 

As core capabilities are a collection of knowledge sets, they are distributed and are 

being constantly enhanced from multiple sources (Leonard‐Barton 1992). In the era 

when continuous organisational learning and performance improvements are needed 

to remain competitive, organisations should pay more attention to the internal 

transfer of capabilities, or ‘internal stickiness’ (Szulanski 1996; Von Hippel 1994). 

The transfers of best practices are regarded as important drivers of firm performance 

(Prahalad & Hamel 1990; Grant 1991; Leonard‐Barton 1992). Those practices refer 

to the organization's routine use of knowledge, which often has a tacit component, 

embedded partly in individual skills and partly in collaborative social arrangements 

(Nelson & Winter 1982; Kogut & Zander 1992). Within Nelson-Winter’s model 

(1982) a successful technological innovation generates profits for the firm making it, 

and leads to capital formation and growth of the firm while search is assumed to 

uncover new production techniques or to improve prevailing ones.  Efficient search 
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processes provide the source of differential fitness and also tend to bind them 

together as a community. 

 

Figure 5.1 An ecosystem framework for ‘sensing’ market and technological opportunities 

Note. From Dynamic Capabilities & Strategic Management. Organizing for Innovation and Growth 
(Teece 2013, p. 17) 

 
 

5.4.2 Examples of sensing at the University 

Strategic papers  

In September 2012, a draft of a strategic paper “UWA Futures” (The University of 

Western Australia 2012) was circulated. It set out the VC’s strategic vision. It 

included 15 proposals for responding to the changing external environment and 

initiated discussion about future goals.  Considerable feedback was received from 

staff across the organisation that was then consolidated into a single response 

document. In October 2015, a second strategic paper “Securing Success” (The 

University of Western Australia 2015b) reviewed past performance, outlined the 

current situation and identified future challenges. Informed by the 2020 Vision 

strategic plan and the first strategic paper, “Securing Success” highlighted five areas 

of focus (revenue, cost, service, reputation and renewal). As a result, the University 

proceeded with changes to its internal operations and initiated Functional Reviews. 
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The University community recognised the need for radical change those papers put 

forward. As such, the papers were well received by the staff and students, starting a 

conversation across the campus about institutional responses to the recognised 

challenges. An Executive member observed: 

I think that was done really well. I think [VC’s] initiative in laying out the 

vision in [the first strategic paper] (“UWA Futures”) was a good starting 

point. 

Conducting reviews 

Systematic reviews of curriculum were identified as one of the ways to ensure the 

University’s offerings were current and relevant to fast-changing student demands, as 

per comment made by an Executive member:   

At the lowest level at the unit basis we are probably looking every semester, 

every year at students’ satisfaction and enrolment, you know, asking them at 

the end of the day is enrolments slipping, is the students satisfaction poor 

and seeking to address things at that level. At the program level, it’s 

probably a multi-year consideration (…) so at a multi-year level we are 

looking at issues with structure and then we’ve got, obviously, the Renewal 

Project at the moment, which is driving a significant reconsideration of the 

academic structure. 

In particular, the Review of Course Structures conducted in preparation for the 

introduction of New Courses was done extremely well, and was commended by 

some respondents for its comprehensive and consultative manner. A Senior manager 

concluded: 

It was an open-ended process, initially of, if you like, sensing, environmental 

scanning, it was the way we thought about it, you know, what is happening 
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out there, what is happening in here, what are the ways in which the 

distinctive attributes of this University can be developed as strengths, 

modified in order to position the University well for the future in that 

external environment and international environment that was always the 

horizon we were looking at. 

Some parts of the University are legally bound to review and implement 

recommendations in accordance with the Tertiary Education Quality and Standards 

Agency (TESQA) requirements. In other parts of the University, as an Executive 

member noted, there is more of an “academic exercise of benchmarking ourselves 

against the rest of the world and we take advice and we generally implement most 

recommendations.”  However, that opinion was in contrast to a comment by a 

professional staff member: 

I think there is a standard ongoing prevalence, you know, the University will 

do a review […] the easy recommendations… “yes, we will do that and do 

that”. The ones that take a little bit more comprehensive change to the way 

the University approaches things: “no, doesn’t happen, just too difficult” 

(Focus group, professional staff). 

Data collection 

Senior leaders and Executive members agreed that one of the strengths of the 

University was its ability to collect and analyse data. As an Executive member noted, 

“there's loads of data at the University, masses of data.” During the change 

management process, a lot of time and energy was spent on process mapping, 

financial modelling, and benchmarking.  For example, four years of UniForum 

surveys were undertaken that provided comparative data, benchmarked against 34 

universities from Australia, New Zealand and United Kington. UniForum data was 
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essential to establishment of the Functional Reviews.  Speaking about the recent 

organisational change, an Executive member commented on how benchmarking 

against Go8 peers initiated the urgency for a change: 

Once again, the University is undergoing a significant Renewal Project and 

that has been explained in the context of benchmarking the performance of 

this University against our peer group and identified that we haven’t 

achieved the revenue increase that our peer universities have achieved and at 

the same time we have relatively high cost base. 

A former leader talked about how an analysis of the world’s top 50 universities 

enabled him to create a vision for the future and to establish scope for the new 

curriculum design.  Some senior managers compared the University’s change 

management efforts to similar processes in other Australian universities. Students 

acknowledged the institution’s attempt to compare itself to the world’s best 

universities.  

Benchmarking is performed at different levels at the University, as mentioned by one 

of the respondents: “there’s lots of good benchmarking materials that we can use 

from quantitative and qualitative perspectives, also the Group of Eight and the 

Matariki networks”. Higher level benchmarking against good universities led to the 

University joining the World Wide Universities Network (an alliance of 22 research-

intensive universities). 

Networking 

Another example of sensing at the University is the use of networks, as can be seen 

in one respondent’s comment: 

I would argue Universities work is Universities are a collective of informal 

networks and they're always moving (Executive).  



 

Chapter 5: Data Analysis - Dynamic Capabilities 169 

Senior managers and Executive members saw networking as an important part of 

environmental sensing. Networking at that level was done formally through alliances 

such as the Go8, Advisory Boards, and state- and country-wide fora and conferences. 

It’s fundamentally through a network of contacts and participation in 

meetings with peers, so DVCIs, PVCIs meeting with Group of Eight, with 

ANU, attending international conferences, maintain links with embassies 

ours overseas and other countries’ and business in China and here in 

Australia, all that sort of stuff (…) It’s not just me, who does all that. We all 

participate in an appropriate level of networking (Senior manager). 

Travelling programmes allowed staff to find examples of best practice overseas. 

Visitor schemes brought experts from overseas to share ideas and forge international 

links. In particular, the Vice-Chancellor’s Visiting Fellows Scheme brought scholars 

to work with local staff. Engagement with research allies and regulators were used as 

examples of effective networking by focus group participants: 

We’re very engaged with the regulatory environment: that’s mostly 

Canberra, but partially state, mostly in NHMRC [National Health and 

Medical Research Council] and ARC [Australian Research Council], but 

partially other large funding bodies, but regulatory mostly Commonwealth 

(Focus group, change management). 

More informal interactions were also seen as very important, though not particularly 

systematic: 

We're reliant on checking in with a whole bunch of people, it's what I call 

the coffee conversation. So in my job I probably have about ten cups of 

coffee a day and all I'm doing with that is I'm checking in to all of these 

spinning wheels of these informal networks to make sure that I have it.  I 
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think that's the way we do it.  I'm actually critical of that as a model and (…)  

the reason I'm critical is because, one, it's not systematic, things fall through 

the gaps and we lose … we just don't identify things or an opportunity comes 

(…)  it's lost, it's messy (Executive). 

Some additional positive examples of units and people responsible for structural 

scanning mentioned by respondents included the Office of Strategy, Planning and 

Performance, Branding and Marketing section, Office of the Pro-Vice Chancellor 

(International), the IQ Innovation Quarter, disciplines, centres, committees. Further 

examples of organisational sensing found in the secondary data included alliances 

with peers such as the Go8, Universities Australia, the Matariki Network of 

Universities, the Worldwide Universities Network, involvement in international 

relationships through the Perth USAsia Centre, and the ‘In the Zone’ conference. 

5.4.3 Other comments about sensing at the University 

Broadly speaking, sensing at the University was seen in a positive way. Although, a 

few negative comments suggested a need for more action. For example: 

In the [strategic] paper in late 2012, I think he articulated the strategic vision 

as to where the University was going. I think people read that and I think 

nodded their heads and agreed at the philosophical level but not much 

changed. So, I think there is an issue there, where I think there was some 

strategic leadership at a conceptual level, but not really in an action level 

(Executive). 

A professional staff member in one of the focus groups commented that “there’s 

been a poor focus on unrestricted cash to allow us to be agile. We think there’s been 
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acknowledgement of issues, but little or no action” and another added “they should 

have known this (…) a long time ago”. 

While data collection was perceived as a strength of the university, using the data to 

better seek out and seize new opportunities was seen as a weaknesses: 

One of the things that I think we are very good at, but we don’t actually use 

well, we are very good at collecting data and we are very good at bringing a 

lot of data to bare on some of the things that we need to look at, but I don’t 

think that we use our dynamic capability in a way, in which we utilise the data 

to help us to achieve what we want in terms of our brand and our profile 

(Executive). 

This was echoed by a Senior manager in a focus group in his comment: “We don’t 

utilize our data to generate insights”. An Executive member, when asked if the 

University scanned the external environment to identify opportunities, answered: 

So, the short answer is not as well as it should. So, I will tell you how we do 

it, but I will also acknowledge that I don't think we do it as well as we should 

(…) it's not one of those ones I could say it's a work in progress and we're 

twenty five percent of the way, I don't even know if we've identified what 

we need to do. 

5.5 SEIZING AT THE UNIVERSITY 

Sensing a business opportunity but failing to act is not uncommon because 

seizing opportunities involves both entrepreneurial and managerial activity.  

At the most basic level, seizing is about making good decisions under 

uncertainty, and executing well on those decisions (Teece 2013, p. 209). 



 

Chapter 5: Data Analysis - Dynamic Capabilities 172 

In the DCs framework, seizing consists in the “panoply of decisions and activities 

connected with prioritizing opportunities and turning the most promising ones into 

realities” (Leih & Teece 2016, p. 197).  It involves timely execution of the best 

initiatives and good governance.  Once the sensing of opportunities and threats has 

been undertaken, organisations need to prioritise responses and take action, as can be 

seen in Figure 5.2. Leih and Teece (2016) have suggested that seizing includes 

encouraging processes to implement and support new academic activities, overseeing 

resource acquisition and expenditure, supporting entrepreneurship, managing 

conflicts astutely, and supporting new research and teaching opportunities.   

 

Figure 5.2: Strategic decision skills and execution 

Note. From Dynamic Capabilities & Strategic Management. Organizing for Innovation and Growth 
(Teece 2013, p. 35) 

 
5.5.1 Examples of seizing 

Decision-making process 

The ability to take opportunities depends on the quality of the organisation’s 

routines, decision rules, and strategies that are influenced by investment in tangible 

and intangible assets (Teece 2013; The University of Western Australia 2016a). 

Many participants mentioned various decision-making processes at the University. 

Executive members talked about trade-offs, the need for agreed principles, and 

difficulties in making unpopular decisions.  Senior managers discussed the complex 
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nature of decision-making. Many comments highlighted the devolved nature of the 

University’s systems and procedures, and the culture of “silos”.  

This is a relatively devolved University in terms of decision-making. The 

consequences of that is, when you look at our systems and infrastructure 

here, there have been a lot of local decisions been made about acquiring 

applications and systems, which are then, to a certain extent, being 

integrated together to make these things intra-operate, but there hasn’t been, 

until recently, a strategic view as to how to build a systems architecture to 

make us more flexible (Executive). 

The University’s decision-making structures and processes have historically been 

based on a collegial model that combined significant faculty operational autonomy 

(academic and budgetary) with an institution-wide approach to governance (The 

University of Western Australia 2016a). The university was established in 1911 by 

an Act of Parliament that gave the Governing Body (the Senate) the power to control 

and manage the affairs of the University.  In practice, the day-to-day management of 

the University is delegated to officers in its employ (i.e. the Vice-Chancellor and the 

Executive). The University’s peak academic body (the Academic Board) makes 

recommendations over regulations concerning courses, scholarships, prizes, and all 

other academic-related matters to the Senate. It also advises the Senate on proposals 

to create and disestablish faculties and schools. The Board is supported by its 

Executive Committee (the Academic Council). This committee system is replicated 

at the faculty and school level.   

However, DCs scholars have suggested “committee decision-making structures 

almost always tend towards balancing and compromise. But innovation is often ill 

served by such structures, as the new and the radical will almost always appear 



 

Chapter 5: Data Analysis - Dynamic Capabilities 174 

threatening to some constituents” (Teece 2013, p. 20).   There was some criticism 

from respondents over the distinction between the roles of the governing bodies. A 

Senior manager commented: 

Universities operate on this collegial model, where everybody has got a view 

on everything, so you’ve got a bunch of academic sitting in Academic 

Council, who think they are experts on marketing, so they second guess the 

marketing professionals. So, we should have the Academic Board to focus 

on academic issues. (…) So, it’s a clear distinction between managing the 

University and ensuring the academic quality of the University and they 

keep getting mixed up far too much. 

Other respondents echoed this view, commenting on the slow pace of decision-

making:  

The processes to get anything, any business, any new change approved are 

so torturous that makes people don’t even bother trying. We’ve been doing 

IT, fixing IT for four years and I haven’t seen single thing happen yet 

(Senior manager). 

Many felt “convoluted” and “non-agile” processes prevented the organisation from 

seizing opportunities and allowed competitors to succeed:  

So, part of the organisational change and Renewal is that any opportunity 

needs to go through a process, which can take up to twelve months for the 

Executive to prioritise and make the decision whether we are going to invest. 

So, that’s anything significant and that basically means that we will never 

win anything.   So, anytime an opportunity comes up we will be so slow that 

somebody else will get it and not us (Senior manager). 
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A lack of a long-term strategy, poor planning and data-driven decision-making were 

highlighted by one Executive member as one of the biggest problems in opportunity 

seizing:  

It seemed to me that much of the strategy was driven by opportunism, so it 

wasn’t actually strategy, it was gambling. It was quite different thing, it 

wasn’t necessarily considered date driven approach to the decision-making. 

Similarly, a disconnect between strategy and seizing opportunities was identified by 

some respondents as a barrier to effective decision-making:  

So, what we need to do is not jump at every opportunity that comes its way 

(…) Because what I think happens in this place, Universities probably 

generally, the strategic plan is developed and then ignored and people grab 

any opportunity that comes along (Executive). 

It is worth noting that some respondents felt that certain characteristics of the 

“university model” were unique and deeply embedded in organisational culture, 

among them academic freedom and collegiality. In their view these characteristics 

should be preserved:  

The University as a creative place would die if the Dean could magically … 

or the Vice-Chancellor even, could magically impose a decision. It's not 

going to work that way (Senior manager). 

Academic staff  are very, very focused individuals, they absolutely believe in 

their own area, they don’t think they work for the University, they work at 

the University. And the sense of belonging, this sense of wanting to 

participate in what you see as the key direction of the University depends on 
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you winning their support and them believing that what you want to do is 

likely to coincide with what they want to do (Executive).  

Building loyalty, commitment, and inter-organisational structures 

Collaboration was perceived as crucial for seizing. This was reflected in the number 

of references (over 80) in the primary and secondary data made to collaboration with 

the community, industry, Government, and peers. One of the more prominent themes 

was collaboration with the local community. The University is seen as “an important 

part of the fabric of the state” (The University of Western Australia 2013a, p. 4). It 

has strong ties with the community through initiatives like the Centenary 

Celebrations, the Perth International Arts Festival (PIAF), the McCusker Centre for 

Citizenship, various outreach programs and crowd research.  A common thread 

among the responses was the strong link between collaboration and the University’s 

mission: “To advance, transmit, and sustain knowledge and understanding through 

the conduct of teaching, research and scholarship at the highest international 

standards, for the benefit of the Western Australian, Australian and international 

communities”.  This link was discussed by a Senior manager: 

This University also exists and will live or die according to how well it 

remembers that it exists to serve the community. The community provides, 

one way or another, almost all the facilities, except individual intellects and 

it even nurtures those, so you could say everything that happens here, 

happens because the community has contributed material resources, it has 

contributed through education of school kids who have aspirations to go on 

further and so on. 

Participants understood the University has a special place in the community, as the 

State’s first university and the only local university in the world top 100. The 
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University was founded to benefit the community and advance the welfare and 

prosperity of the State’s people.  It has been sustained by donations and community 

effort. An Executive noted this relationship dates back to the University’s 

beginnings, when geographical isolation played an important part in its formation:  

It is an institution that is resilient (…) in terms of dynamic capabilities some 

of the competencies that it’s had to develop internally in order to be 

sustained in an external environment, is not just about education, it’s about 

being so far away from anywhere a hundred or so many years ago, not 

having really a population to sustain some of it work and finding through all 

of that real hard work ways of being resilient and sustaining itself through 

numerous waves of change over the time. 

Collaborations with external communities and the general public have meant 

Australian universities are generally seen in a positive light.  A survey of public 

perceptions of universities conducted by Universities Australia confirmed that, 

overall, universities are well regarded by the Australian public and business 

community (Universities Australia 2013).  

The University is highly engaged with Commonwealth and State Governments, as 

well as other research regulatory bodies such as the National Health and Medical 

Research Council (NHMRC), and the Australian Research Council (ARC). Focus 

group members highlighted its importance for a research-intensive University.   

So, we not just keep an eye on it, we engage with it. So, we get involved in 

every review that they have. So, we are almost always invited to targeted 

reviews, so they are only going to ask a handful of people, they always ask 

us, because we will always participate. So, we are actually taking part in 

formulating the direction the external environment has on us, right? I think 
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that’s working really well for us (…), very engaged in looking at how that 

funding is generated, measured, generated directions (Focus group, change 

management). 

Interestingly, in the research domain, the University is more likely to cooperate than 

compete with peers and that collaboration is seen as essential to achieving the win-

win situation. Examples of alliances used by respondents include Universities 

Australia, the Go8 and the Worldwide Universities Network (WUN):  

We see ourselves as not in a competition with the other Go8 as far as 

effective organisation is concerned we compete with them for students and 

for research grants, but in every other aspect we cooperate. So, we work very 

closely with the other Group of Eight research support sections, right? At 

every level from DVC, down to director in each functional level we actually 

engage with them, probably, I engage quarterly with all the other Group of 

Eight and that often involves going over for in-personal discussion, so I‘d 

say engagement is our key strategy (Focus group, change management). 

However, comments made by respondents at different levels suggest that 

collaboration with industry should be strengthened to increase opportunities for 

commercialisation. The relationship between research, teaching, and innovation 

needs to be made explicit as a driver of the future strategy.  

We have the potential to make a significant and profound contribution, 

nationally and internationally, through industry collaboration, impact, 

innovation, translation, along with other universities in the region, and this 

should be seen as one of the paths through which to realise our mission 

(Executive speech 2017). 
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Nevertheless, many academics still regard industry as an end-user of education: 

There seems to be an insufficient awareness within universities that the flow is 

in both directions – that industry is also increasingly a major supplier of 

students to education. In addition, industry has become a significant 

educational provider in its own right, running a great range of in-house staff 

development courses. Closer partnership between academia and industry will 

be necessary to ensure the appropriate development of specially tailored 

programs of training, retraining, and professional upgrading. Lifelong learning 

is more than a slogan; it is transforming higher education (Reid 1996, p. 132). 

As pointed out in the Go8 submission to Innovation and Science Australia’s (ISA) 

2030 Strategic Plan Issues Paper (Group of Eight 2017, p. 2), “Innovation, like 

research, cannot flourish fully in isolation.” Consolidating links with regional and 

international partners is vital to Australia’s potential as an innovative nation. The 

University was seen as embracing chances to strengthen links with public and private 

partners through its centres. For instance, the McCusker Centre for Citizenship has 

established partnerships with more than 200 not-for-profit, community, and 

Government organisations, placing 126 interns regionally, nationally and globally, 

and contributing more than 13,000 hours of service to the community (The 

University of Western Australia 2017b). Further, the Perth USAsia Centre, a $10 

million initiative between the US Studies Centre in Sydney, the American Australian 

Association and the University, has played a leading role in creating policy on 

Australia–Asia–US strategic and economic relationships (The University of Western 

Australia 2013a). Another example is the $63 million Indian Ocean Marine Research 

Centre, opened in 2017 as a joint project between the University, the Australian 
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Institute of Marine Science, the CSIRO, and the West Australian Department of 

Primary Industries and Regional Development. 

Prior research has identified sources of DCs in the inter-organisational structures in 

which organisations operate (Fawcett et al. 2012; Roberts & Grover 2012).  In 

particular, Fawcett et al. (2012) suggested competitive pressures motivated 

organisations to develop inter-organisational collaborations. An organisation’s 

efforts to build DCs do not occur in a vacuum, but are affected by the broader 

organisational environment Schilke et al. (2018). 

In summary, respondents felt that the University had some opportunities for 

improvement in collaboration, especially with potential non-university partners. 

Current key priorities around community and engagement includes lifting the 

University’s profile in the local, national, and international media by showcasing the 

positive impact the University is having. In particular, the emphasis on building 

research links with non-academic partners, both public and private, might give access 

to alternative sources of research funding and enhance the University’s standing as a 

driver of innovation in the State. 

Institutes and departments 

The University is large, diverse, and has a modular structure. Accordingly, research 

staff tend to forge stronger external links with colleagues at other universities, rather 

than with other faculties within the University.  Academics tend to identify 

themselves with their department. Institutes and centres that cut across different 

disciplines were created to seize opportunities in the relevant research areas. In an 

otherwise traditionally-organised school and faculty system, they were designed to 

be flexible, and to integrate disciplines to deal with complex problems. Comments 
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made about the dichotomy of the internal structure (University versus institutes) 

paint an interesting picture, as can be seen in Table 5.1.  

However, the institutes were criticised by some Executive members in the following 

way:  

So, great idea, great concept, the problem was: it’s never quite worked, and 

it’s never quite worked because our traditional structures are so rusted on, so 

culturally embedded and institutionally embedded that they result in petty 

squabbles over resourcing, over staffing, over territoriality and all of those 

sorts of things and never really enable us to address that with as much vigour 

as we might have (Executive). 

Table 5.1 Perception of the dichotomy (University vs. Institutes) 

Centre/Institute University /Faculties 

Bringing people together on a project Silos, competitive 

Outward looking  Inward looking 

Multidisciplinary approach Internally focused 

Focus on strategy and big-ticket items Focus on processes and operational issues 

Ranked 25th in the world Ranking falling 

Great staff and students Full of ‘egoistic’ people, staff tired and unhappy, 
staff turnover high 

Great structure supporting strategy and outcomes New structure and questionable mergers  

Great leadership Lack of leadership 

Positive attitude of staff and students Negative attitude of staff and students 

 

For example, the Centre for Education Futures project originated from the UWA 

Futures paper, after extensive consultation with internal and external stakeholders. Its 

aim was to develop a progressive vision for the delivery of higher education at the 

University.  Instituted in response to external changes and driven by advances in 
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technology and increasing student expectations, the Centre’s role was to plan for the 

future, make investments in physical learning spaces, educational technology and 

curriculum development, and improve the teaching capabilities of the academic 

workforce. The Education Futures vision was implemented in 2014 with three major 

projects (Carpe Diem (the transformation of campus-based units into digital, blended 

and mobile formats), Black Swan (migration of the Learning Management System to 

a future-focused platform that can underpin large scale learning and teaching via 

flexible formats) and Orientation (exploration of academic aspects of transition to 

university) (The University of Western Australia 2015a). 

Participants recognised that substantial resources had been expended in changing the 

University’s online presence in an attempt to meet students’ learning experience 

expectations. The creation of the Centre was seen as a step forward to changing 

teaching methodology.  However, the project, as explained by an Executive, did not 

reach its potential: 

I think there is some things that have been done, we did identify online as 

being important and we took some steps in terms of creating Centre for 

Education Futures and hired [the Director] and joined Coursera and so forth. 

So, we took some steps, but I don’t know if we’ve fully capitalized on that 

opportunity. 

Fundraising and the diversification of revenue  

In October 2013, the University launched the most significant fundraising campaign 

in its history (the New Century Campaign), which successfully ended in 2017 after 

raising more than $400 million (The Univeristy of Western Australia 2018). The 

initiation of a Centenary fundraising campaign to support new academic leadership 

positions, scholarships and infrastructure led to continuous donations. The University 
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is fortunate in having generous benefactors and a large endowment. Seizing 

philanthropic opportunities was highlighted as an important issue from the 

community engagement point of view: 

[The University] has a successful track record in securing substantial 

philanthropic income. The Chancellor, along with myself and other key staff 

and stakeholders, will need to ensure that the opportunities for this and 

future campaigns are maximised (Executive). 

A few senior decision-makers commented on the need for a discretionary fund (i.e. 

flexible money that can be kept aside and used when opportunities arise). The 

academic literature refers to this concept as ‘slack resource’. Slack resources are 

those that have not been optimally deployed, but which allow the company to adapt 

to environmental change, by providing the means for achieving flexibility in 

developing strategy options to pursue opportunities (Singh 1986). The outcome of 

generating and investing slack resources to achieve flexibility should be improved 

company performance (March & Cyert 1963; Greenley & Oktemgil 1998). One 

senior academic talked about having such slack resources to invest in research 

initiatives, new systems and, more importantly, “having some freedom at the top of 

the budget to take initiates, to grab opportunities rather than just having enough 

money to cover the everyday and then you’re stuck!” Then he added:  

So much of the funding or the interaction with the external world is 

leveraged. You’ve got to put up something, if you going to get something 

from them. If you not going to have money to put up, you are going to miss 

out all the time (Senior manager). 
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The need to diversify revenue sources was mentioned by several respondents.  In 

particular, the expansion of the domestic (undergraduate) and international full-fee 

student cohort was discussed. Increased student intake made for economies of scale, 

increased total revenue, facilitated investment in infrastructure, brought about 

revisions to academic programs, and new investment in research and recruitment of 

additional staff. 

5.5.2 Other comments about seizing at the University 

So, I think we’ve become less bold recently in terms of seizing external 

opportunities. There have been a few little things I can think of that we 

probably missed out on… we should have gone a bit harder (Executive). 

As discussed earlier in the Decision-making process Theme, respondents mentioned 

slow and dissolved processes, a lack of clear distinctions in roles and responsibilities, 

and a lack of strategic alignment, when criticising the University’s seizing 

capabilities, and capacity to react to changes. Further examples can be grouped into 

two main themes: (a) relying on prestige and (b) being slower than the competition.  

One senior manager expressed his disappointment with the University’s “Ivy 

League” mentality: 

I think, in some sense, a feeling that this is an elite institution and we don’t 

need to go out and chase students, they’ll just come, because this is the best 

place to come. I think that mindset, I think it stopped people looking as hard 

as they could at opportunities and identifying that the students are changing 

and parents are changing, so I think that has slowed us down in recognising 

that there is a major issue (Executive). 
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Yet another Executive pointed out that, in times when logical thinking, rational 

arguments and the role of facts are “under threat,” academia has an important role to 

play: 

I think we've gone through a period where we've created jargon and put 

ourselves in an ivory tower and separated ourselves from the public, we're 

going to have to learn to talk about what we do to re-inspire confidence in 

the public. 

The biggest issue raised by participants concerned competition. As increasing market 

competition was seen to be an important antecedent to external turbulence (see 

section 4.3.5), it is not surprising that slow and reactive engagements with the market 

were seen as detrimental to seizing be some respondents: 

So, by the time we’ve done the catching up, the world has moved on and we 

are left behind (Focus group, academic).  

The way I think we see opportunity is when someone has taken it, when 

something happens out there, we say; “Ah, there is an opportunity out there”, 

but not before (Focus group, academic). 

When comparing the University to its external competition, respondents used phrases 

such as: “a more conservative approach”, “we tend not to invest in markets until they 

have been proven”, “we are never market leaders” and ‘”we just far behind with 

that”. Similarly, some Executive members agreed that delaying the University’s 

internationalisation strategy and taking a cautious approach resulted in missing out 

on many interesting opportunities:  

So while universities like  the University of Queensland, Australian National 

University, Sydney, Melbourne, Monash, UNSW have all taken advantage 
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of the opportunity to significantly increase their international student 

population, [this University] has been much slower to take advantage of that 

opportunity (…) so I think there has been a level, to be honest until recently, 

of complacency at this University. I think there was a sense of almost 

[University] was different and it was endowed (Executive). 

5.6 RECONFIGURING AT THE UNIVERSITY 

The key to sustained profitable growth is the ability to recombine and to 

reconfigure assets and organizational structures as markets and technologies 

change. Reconfiguration is needed to maintain ecological fitness and, if 

necessary, to try and escape from unfavourable path dependencies (Teece 

2013, p. 214). 

Teece (2007) has suggested that the key to sustained profitable growth is the ability 

to learn – i.e. to enhance, connect, recombine and reconfigure resources and 

structures as the organisation grows and as external and internal forces require. These 

ideas are depicted in Figure 5.3.  In a university context, this means reforming 

curricula, restructuring schools and faculties, and opening new centres while 

embracing new technologies in research and teaching so as to remain relevant and 

attractive.  
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Figure 5.3: Combination, reconfiguration, and asset protection skills  

Note. From Dynamic Capabilities & Strategic Management. Organizing for Innovation and Growth 
(Teece 2013, p. 45) 

5.6.1 Examples of reconfiguring 

Branding and marketing 

As discussed earlier in section 4.5.8, international surveys of academics and 

employers suggested that the University was not as well-known globally as it should 

be.  In the opinion of the participants, being the premier University in the State 

minimised the urgency of international marketing. In 2012, the University’s 

reputation was boosted by its inclusion in the top 100 world universities, as measured 

by the Academic Ranking of World Universities (ARWU), together with a visit by 

then-US Secretary of State Hillary Rodham Clinton, who announced the 

establishment of the Perth USAsia Centre. 

The maintenance and promotion of the reputation of the University was identified as 

a further challenge for the organisation in its 2015 strategy paper (The University of 

Western Australia 2015b). Structural changes in brand, marketing, and recruitment 

were introduced, followed by a refreshment of the branding.  However, efforts to 
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invigorate the marketing and branding were not well received by staff, students nor 

alumni. Staff and students’ comments on marketing suggested it was only “driven by 

that fact that the brand had fallen dramatically”.  Other comments were even more 

critical: 

Certainly, reaction within the institution to the marketing was very negative; 

you know that [new branding slogan] was not encultured into the institution 

before it was released, so the reaction of the institution was: ‘well, it’s not 

even grammatical!’ (Executive). 

At the moment [the University’s] marketing and branding feels like a 

machine gun strapped to a wheel chair (…) I am never convinced that the 

people who have created our marketing and branding really know what they 

are doing. It always seems to be like a shot in the dark and pretty random 

sometimes (Focus group, professional staff). 

Senior leaders admitted that the University’s local brand had eroded over the years: 

I think the average person in the street doesn't know the difference between 

one university and the other (Executive).  

At the same time, international marketing was practically “non-existent”.  However, 

some leaders believed marketing could be a remedy for the income deficit, but only 

if it was “smart marketing”, done by people who understood the University’s core 

purpose:  

So we've got an income deficit at the University, the only way to address this 

is marketing (…), but I would have academics much more involved, I would 

not simply give it over to a rather faceless team, that doesn't understand the 

core business of the University necessarily (…) So just spending money on 
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marketing is not the solution, this has got to be smart marketing that meets 

the aspirations and vision of the University (Senior manager).  

The need to transform marketing and branding was also linked to the new 

recruitment initiative by Senior managers:  

Marketing, is rather crucial, so marketing stroke brand, is crucial, you won't 

get a top person coming here, if they don't think that this is a credible, high-

flying institution. They're not going to come here, if the systems don't work 

for them and they doubt it for one moment.  

Some respondents thought it also should play a role in uniting staff and rebuilding 

the community’s perception: 

We must all play a pivotal part in shifting the external perception and 

reputation of the University, both within a media and the sector regionally, 

nationally and globally, responding to the question of reputation (Executive). 

Recruitment campaign 

Amongst the initiatives designed to combine the recruitment of new staff and the 

promotion of the University was a new recruitment campaign, designed to attract 

more than 50 world-class academics. The aim was to enrich the student experience in 

recognition of changes in the external environment.  

We have been able to create the opportunity to do this through the major 

transformation project that we led (VC in a media interview (Pownall 

2017)). 
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The funding and other resources that enabled the appointment of 50 strategic 

academic positions were generated through the Renewal Project that saw 100 

academic roles discontinued. 

The senior leaders at the helm of the campaign believed the University was in a good 

position to recruit some of the best academics in the world. The integrated planning 

exercise undertaken in developing the campaign included shaping the new positions 

around a vision of the University as world-class and future-oriented, the creation of 

big generic themes (such as data intensive discovery), designing a flow of different 

recruiting phases, and focusing on high-impact academics using modern, forward-

looking technologies.  This study suggests that the recruitment campaign could be 

instrumental for a number of reasons, namely:  

(a) It sent signals about a vision and commitment to excellence in teaching and 

research:  

I think this is one of the most exciting developments since I've been at [the 

University],  where we can employ fifty research leaders at multiple levels 

(…) we're looking right the way across, so fifty people who will drive 

international research in the future, that's exactly what we should be 

doing’(Senior manager). 

(b) It had the potential to increase student numbers and drive research priorities:  

So not only those fifty leading researchers, bringing in leading research 

students, so it'll not just be fifty people, I think it's probably going to be five 

hundred people, because each of those people might bring ten research 

students with them, so it's really important. Yeah, that is how you keep a 

strategic advantage. And the top one hundred ranking is crucial to the 

strategic advantage (Senior manager). 
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(c) It had the potential to promote the twin objectives of maintaining high 

education standards, and becoming more internationally relevant:   

And having a blend of appointments so it is important to have highly cited 

researchers, that’s important for our rankings and it’s also important for us to 

attract high quality PhD students and in additional international researchers, 

but we also need to focus on having a blend of research led and research 

inspired teaching academics building on that benchmark that I was talking 

about earlier and importantly educational innovators (Executive). 

(d) It could play an important role in rebuilding organisational culture by 

bringing in new ideas, “shaking things up a bit” and boosting morale in areas 

that had been stagnant: 

The idea will be to try and appoint in to the top quartile of the performance 

that we've got, so that we lift the whole thing up, that's the general idea 

(Executive). 

(e) It could  help collaboration with industry by creating hybrid appointments  

(Professors of Practice): 

The creation of some of these hybrid appointments, such as professors of 

practice, and the recruitment to new roles not yet imagined will signify our 

intention to create a value cycle around teaching, research, technology and 

innovation. For the latter to succeed, the Executive and senior leadership 

team will need to ensure that the strategic roadmap is prioritised first to 

invest in targeted areas, which have the most impact, playing to our strengths 

and backing our winners (Executive). 
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Innovation and commercialisation 

A 2013 report that analysed public perceptions of universities (Universities Australia 

2013) recognised the need for universities to collaborate and engage more with 

businesses in research and innovation, skills development, and research policy.  The 

University’s leaders also believed “more could be done to build research links with 

non-academic partners from public and private domain”.  These links typically 

provide alternative sources of research funding, but also deliver a platform for 

enhancing the University’s reputation as a driver of innovation. Some examples of 

initiatives encouraging research engagement at the University are shown in Table 

5.2. In anticipation of a shift in research funding, following the announcement of 

NISA (as discussed in Theme 1 of the External Environment analysis section), 

university leaders searched for new sources of funding and suggested hybrid 

positions:  

Related to the increased focus on industry collaboration and translational 

research there are increased opportunities for commercialisation. This 

relationship between excellence in research, excellence in teaching and 

innovation needs to be clearly documented and made explicit as one of the 

key differentiators for [the University] in positioning itself in the market. We 

know that Government is keenly focused on research for public benefit and 

reciprocal knowledge transfer, just as we are keenly focused on the 

cultivation of curiosity and imagination that underpins those (Executive).  

As noted by a senior academic leader, ‘industry money’ comes with constraints:  

There is infrastructure charged on it at 35%, of which we see two thirds, so it 

brings, you know, 28-29 cents in a dollar, but the research tends to be tied to 

the needs of the industry. Admittedly, it’s us developing the IP for them, but 
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it’s very targeted, there are not a lot of PhD students, not a lot of publications 

(Senior manager). 

However, it provides financial resources on top of the faculty funding model and 

ARC grants: 

We’ve been able to invest in various initiatives using that free cash, if you 

like, that comes from the industry engagement. So, I think, having that 

diversified portfolio has allowed us to be very adaptable, because we’ve got 

some free cash to chase initiatives (Senior manager). 

One of the advantages of looking into alternative sources of funding was highlighted 

by an Executive: 

I think we're looking much more at funding sources other than the traditional 

you know classic, scholarly, competitive crowd side of things and so that's 

much more engaged with industry, philanthropy, international partners and 

then that means that we have to think a lot more about the way in which we 

communicate the benefit of what we do to the customer.  
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Table 5.2 Initiatives encouraging research engagement at the University 

Initiative Area 

The Office of Industry and Innovation restructured and 
merged with the Research Development Team, to create 
the Office of Development and Innovation. 

Organisational structure 

The criteria for academic promotion revised to include 
‘impact and innovation’. 

HR 

Awards for Impact and Innovation incorporated into the 
VC’s annual Research Awards. 

HR 

A new approach to industry engagement applied, with a 
focus on Open IP and active engagement with industry 
partners. 

Policy 

The Innovation Quarter (IQ) established to align 
innovation and entrepreneurial efforts across the 
University.  5 programs have been piloted under the new 
IQ – BloomLab, Start Something, Woodside Ocean 
Works, M04U and CEED 

Entrepreneurship/Innovation 

Establishment of Innovation and Industry Engagement 
Team (IIE) 

  Entrepreneurship/Innovation 

A number of innovations commercialised and under 
development with partners around the world 

 

Entrepreneurship/Innovation 

 

Culture 

Several participants suggested that cultural change was perhaps the most important 

and difficult dimension of the organisation’s transformation:   

I think it would be culture change, so that’s probably the most difficult thing 

to achieve out of… you can re-structure, structure is not the same as culture, 

you can think about functions in a way that’s really structural and helpful, 

we can think about efficiencies, we can think about effectiveness, but 

actually cultural is the underpinning element of all of this, because it’s all 

about people (Executive). 

http://www.rdi.uwa.edu.au/innovations-in-action
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Culture is the most important, because culture affects your capacity to recruit 

good people (…) it is so important because people have got to be prepared to 

go that extra distance to achieve what you regard as important (Executive). 

Reputation and culture are the two fundamental areas of focus that are 

somewhat in our control and where we can have most influence (Executive) 

One of the Executives commented on the need for a strategic evaluation of core 

values and the University’s mission. In their opinion, one of the reasons for the 

current internal turbulence is the lack of a common vision:  

And without that common view, I think we have a lot of people focusing on 

just keeping the place operating and that's become a very mundane focus on 

just money, which I don't think is a value of the universities at all. 

(Executive). 

Similarly, senior managers and a general cross-section section of staff and students 

felt cultural transformation was an urgent priority, but that the process had to be 

executed with care:  

One of the biggest challenges facing the University is cultural change. There 

is a prevailing attitude that UWA is the oldest and, therefore, the best – 

while some might consider this to be true within Western Australia, it is 

essential that the “big fish in a small pond” mentality be addressed. 

International excellence is not based on such notions (The Univeristy of 

Western Australia 2012, p. 1). 

Organisational culture has also been a recurring theme in the management literature, 

especially in relation to change management, which was discussed in section 2.6.1.  

Culture and Change Management Survey undertaken by PWC (2013) suggested that 

culture was critically important to success around the world. Responses to the PwC 
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survey found a strong correlation between the success of change programs, and the 

leveraging of culture in the change process. However, only 53% of these respondents 

felt culture was an important part of the leadership agenda in their organisation. 

Unlike the PwC survey, the data collected in this study suggested leaders, staff and 

students felt organisational culture was critical for successful change 

implementation. 

Educational strategies  

If Australia’s education system is to adapt to labour market challenges, the education 

system needs new learning models (Productivity Commission 2017). Educational 

strategies were implemented at the University with varying degrees of success.  

However, a common view expressed by academic staff was that “some key areas of 

education and pedagogy are missing”. 

New Courses 2012 

In 2012, the University introduced the most significant changes to curriculum since 

its foundation a century before. Based on a 3+2 model of broad undergraduate 

studies, followed by a postgraduate professional qualification, new courses were 

designed to produce well-rounded graduates equipped with real-world skills. A 

‘flagship’ of the undergraduate courses was the Bachelor of Philosophy (Honours), a 

four-year research-oriented degree for high-achieving students offered in all 

disciplines. By offering professional degrees at a postgraduate level, the University 

aligned itself with leading universities across the world to provide greater career 

opportunities in a global workplace. One Executive member suggested New Courses 

was a real “big bang approach” to organisational change: 
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This was, I think, an example of trying to reconfigure resources, our teaching 

resources, our human capabilities and our teaching capacity towards a brand 

new way of thinking about education. 

The implementation of the New Courses model had begun to increase graduate 

numbers. In 2014 the University leadership identified a number of educational 

initiatives to follow suit: 

We will need to develop and adapt our educational offering in order to meet 

the changing expectations of students and employers, in order to take 

advantage of technological advances, and to position ourselves to compete 

effectively with alternative providers. We have already initiated a 

fundamental change and  modernisation to the structure of our undergraduate 

programs (New Courses 2012), and we now need to undertake a similarly 

fundamental revision of our pedagogy (The University of Western Australia 

2014b). 

Among the better-publicised initiatives were the introduction of Massive Open 

Online Courses (MOOCs), and the decision to join the Coursera partnership (2013), 

a review of orientation, the introduction of a mentoring program, a focus on colleges, 

and the development of cycle 2 (postgraduate) and cycle 3 (higher degree by 

research) programs. However, some respondents criticised the advertising of New 

Courses. One Executive member commented that: 

We probably didn’t sell the courses to the public as well as we might have 

(Executive member).   

Further, student satisfaction data, as measured through the Course Experience 

Questionnaire (CEQ), had declined since 2012, as can be seen in Table 5.3. 
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Table 5.3 Course Experience Overall Satisfaction Index (Annual Reports 2016 and 2017) 

Percentage agreement – overall 
satisfaction index 

2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

85% 83% 81% 78% 76% 75% 

In an attempt to transform education at the University, one new leader announced:   

One of the proposals that we are continuing to look at is the rebalancing of the 

distribution of the existing [University] education resources, focusing them 

more on world-class content and mapping them in the (…) graduate and (…) 

experience. The key message here being a high-learning high-impact learning 

experience need to be curriculum-relevant and employment-relevant 

(Executive speech University 2017). 

Research strategies 

Focus on research is deeply embedded in the very fabric of the University. However, 

“research is expensive, talent is scarce, and we cannot be excellent at everything” 

(The University of Western Australia 2012, p. 11).   This statement signalled a need 

to choose research depth over research breadth. Such choices are influenced by 

funding authorities that are increasingly favouring universities with concentrations of 

research expertise in clearly identifiable centres of excellence:  

In order to further develop our research capability we need to recruit and 

retain the very best researchers, provide them with excellent research 

facilities, and ensure that the environment within which they work is 

intellectually challenging and exciting (The University of Western Australia 

2012, p. 11). 

Nobel laureates, supercomputers, and the discovery of gravitational waves are some 

of the University’s more publicised research achievements. Having recognised the 

need to fully cost its research activities, particularly as funding from industry and 
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non-Government sources decreases, the University developed a detailed pricing 

policy for research contracts and consultancies.  

The concept of research-lead teaching was introduced by one of the University 

leaders as a strategic priority for 2017. In times when other organisations can offer 

research and the number of non-University higher education providers is rising, 

achieving excellence in research and teaching was expected to help the University in 

achieving SCA, as commented by one of its Executives: 

But the institution, that gets a response to this challenge of integrating 

research and teaching in a research-intensive University, one that gets that 

right, will have a clear and valued difference in relevant markets.  

It is yet to be seen if the desire to revitalise lectures and student-teacher contact 

through research-lead learning will endure.  

Knowledge management 

One of the problems for some Australian universities is that they are not 

learning organisations: through hubris or parochialism or some other factor, 

they are resistant rather than open to what can be learnt from others who have 

been learning the lessons of experience, and reaping its rich rewards, far longer 

(Markwell 2007, p. 201). 

This statement may seem odd in relation to organisations that are responsible for 

generating, sharing and preserving knowledge. However, many comments from the 

leaders, staff and students identified areas for knowledge management improvement. 

For example, while speaking publicly, the University’s leaders tended to agree that 

the staff are one of the University’s greatest “assets”.  However, at the same time, 

they expressed concerns about their effectiveness:  
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We also need to ensure that we use the time, energy and skills of our existing 

staff to best effect (The University of Western Australia 2012, p. 12). 

The strategic papers identified a number of issues with staff renewal, as the 

University had:   

• One of the oldest age structures in the Go8.  

• High per capita employment costs. 

• A high ratio of professional to academic staff (The University of Western 

Australia 2015b).  

The ageing workforce has created a significant risk of losing tacit knowledge and 

capability through simultaneous retirement. The paper suggested more rigorous 

workplace planning and renewal, taking account of the differing needs and 

demographic profiles of each part of the University. It proposed a focus on the 

recruitment of more junior academic staff. Another related comment was made by an 

Executive member, who suggested that staff knowledge can be an asset, but that low 

staff turnover can be a liability: 

We’ve got people who are similarly, some of whom have fantastic corporate 

knowledge, but without the right attitude and culture can use that great 

corporate knowledge (…) to stall any change.  That’s something that has 

been a challenge for us recently (Executive). 

Inevitably, staff move around an organisation the size of the University. The 

Renewal Project, which followed a number of change management initiatives, 

resulted in a major organisational restructure and approximately 300 redundancies 
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(mostly “voluntarily”). However some Executives highlighted positives to staff 

turnover:  

I definitely try, when we attract people, to bring their collaborations with 

them and if we do lose people, I like them to build collaborations back to 

where we were here, it doesn't always work, but I think really great 

universities are very connected in the world, so our staff are a key 

component of that connectivity (Executive). 

One way to retain knowledge is via the University’s committee structure, which 

ensures that knowledge is spread across enough people to prevent a dramatic loss of 

knowledge when there are significant organisational restructures: 

In organisation of this size, which operates the way we do, every item is 

discussed at ‘two hundred’ committees for people to know enough about 

them. There is nothing that only I know about, this stuff gets discussed. So, 

the University’s committee structure actually helps with not losing corporate 

knowledge (Senior manager).  

Another Executive commented that organisational change can help managers gain 

knowledge about an organisation’s operational and strategic dimensions: 

It gave people a sense of leadership and a sense that they had input and 

knowledge of that upper University and I think they were fantastic 

experiences for people to be involved in, it generated a lot of knowledge 

about the University and what we do and created some clarity around what 

we were trying to achieve. 

In the opinion of respondents, the University did not have good processes for 

disseminating knowledge, internal communication, or documenting how processes 
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should work (“manuals for things you would assume exist, don’t exist”). Comments 

from staff suggested there was a lack of professional pedagogical training for 

teaching staff and PhD students, a lack of cross-pollination of ideas between 

departments, and a lack of career progression and security of tenure that impacted 

negatively on staff loyalty.  

Some comments touched on students’ knowledge. Especially important seemed to be 

doctoral students, who could be seen as pre-faculty or junior faculty rather than 

students.  This different way of thinking about research students was portrayed by an 

Executive as potential DC:   

If you start thinking about them in terms of their staff, that offers a lot of 

opportunities for the students to participate in teaching and have access to 

resources and have access to lots of other things, on the other hand that 

comes with a lot of responsibilities on their part to conform more to the 

corporate expectations of what the staff do as opposed to students. (…) 

We're likely to be looking at implementing more internships for our research 

students, that's a dynamic capability that I think a lot of Universities will be 

looking at that in the near future. 

Physical space  

Globally, universities are reviewing the role physical space plays in attracting and 

engaging students. The growing impact of online learning has affected the business 

models of a range of tertiary institutions.  Some enter the market without a physical 

campus, while others have invested in significant property portfolios. During 2017, 

the University spent $41 million on major capital projects, with a total capital 

expenditure of $86.5 million (The Univeristy of Western Australia 2018, p. 152). 
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Table 5.4 shows details of campus development projects recently finished and in 

progress.   

Table 5.4 Recent campus development projects 2012-2017 

Investment Funding New/refurbished Comments 

Translational 
Cancer Pathology 
Laboratory at the 
QEII Medical 
Centre. 

Lotterywest, 
Cancer Council 
Western Australia, 
PathWest 

New initiative   

Forrest Hall $74 million 

Andrew Forrest’s 
Minderoo 
Foundation 

New building Residential facility 
for Forrest Scholars 

The new Futures 
Observatory 

  Adapted existing 
space 

Creative 
environment for 
staff and students 

Refurbishment of 
the Reid Library 

$8.9 million Refurbishment The number of 
learning spaces 
expanded from 350 
to 700 and has 
created an informal 
and collaborative 
learning 
environment 

The Indian Ocean 
Marine Research 
Centre 

$63 million 

Australian Institute 
of Marine Science, 
CSIRO, WA 
Department of 
Primary Industries 
and Regional 
Development 
(Fisheries) and the 
Federal 
Government 

New World-class 
research 
infrastructure 

  



 

Chapter 5: Data Analysis - Dynamic Capabilities 204 

Investment Funding New/refurbished Comments 

University Hall State and Federal 
Governments 
under the National 
Rental 
Affordability 
Scheme (NRAS). 

Refurbished Student 
accommodation 

St Catherine’s and 
St Thomas More 
colleges. 

  Refurbishment Student 
accommodation 

E-Zone Woodside and 
BHP contributing 
$10 million and 
$12 million 
respectively  

New Engineering 
precinct investment 
of up to $600 
million is planned 
for E-Zone over the 
next 20 years 

Student Central $6 million New and 
refurbished 

One-stop-shop for 
students 

School of 
Indigenous 
Studies 

$16.5 million New building   

Masonic Hall $1.8 million Refurbishment To become an 
innovation hub of 
co-working spaces 
for graduate 
enterprises 

Wave Energy 
Research Centre 

$3.75 million from 
the State 
Government 

New Offshore renewable 
energy research 
and technology 
centre of wave, 
tidal and offshore 
wind energy 

The Medical and 
Dental Library 

$7 million Refurbishment   

Shenton Park 
campus 

  Proposal for 
development 

Under 
consideration 
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Investment Funding New/refurbished Comments 

Watermans Bay 
Marine Research 
Centre 

Collaboration 
between UWA, 
Federal and State 
Governments, 
CSIRO and the 
Australian Institute 
of Marine Science 
(AIMS). 

Rebuild This beachside hub 
will become a base 
for more than 40 
scientists and 
research staff 
working in the 
Indian Ocean 
marine 
environment 

 

 

The University has one of the most beautiful campuses in Australia (The World 

University Ranking 2018).  However, its traditional sandstone buildings were 

designed and built for a different mode of educational delivery.  

This current configuration of the campus is not where it needs to be for the 

kind of contemporary institution the university wants to become (Executive 

member, Business News 2017). 

These views were echoed by a number of concerned academics, who commented on 

the poor quality of teaching spaces:  

Some parts of the campus are beautiful…our rooms are an embarrassment 

actually! I’ve got a teaching room with the terrible furniture; chairs are always 

breaking (Focus group, academic staff). 

Executive members were concerned about a lot of expensive and inflexible assets: 

We have lots of, for instance, highly inflexible lecture theatres, which really 

can’t do anything other than lecture people in, so we have physical space 

which isn’t highly flexible (Executive). 
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A desire to be seen as a modern campus “by bridging the digital and physical world” 

was an objective of the 2016 Campus Masterplan (Brain & Poulter 2016). The 

projects planned for the next five to 10 years involved more intensively wired and 

interactive spaces, rather than the lecture, lab and tutorial spaces of the past. The 

decline in students’ preferences for lectures, and decreased numbers of students on 

campus due to an uptake in part-time study options, together with a need to activate 

parts of campus that are not being used, was pointed out by some respondents:  

So, there’s been a disruptive technology in terms of the internet and so on and 

students’ behaviours have changed, yet we’ve still got physical infrastructure 

that suited to a different purpose. So, that’s why reconfiguring those to 

acknowledge that there are new ways of doing things, or different ways of 

doing things is particularly important (Executive). 

 

Another attempt to reconfigure existing spaces was undertaken in the modernisation 

of the academic calendar. Most teaching takes place over two 13-week semesters, 

which meant that for at least a third of the year, teaching spaces, libraries, coffee 

ships are underutilised or unused:  

We need to think imaginatively about how we can gain even more value from 

the physical capital of the University – for instance by running summer 

schools, or by teaching in block mode during vacation periods – so that we do 

not become shackled by infrastructure costs that other, newer, higher 

education operators do not have to bear (The University of Western Australia 

2012, p. 17). 
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Systems  

The morale issues in both the academic service teams and the staff would be 

addressed by having functioning, transparent, easy systems, ideally one 

system for the whole University (Senior manager). 

The opening quote in this section referred to the interaction between systems and 

staff morale and highlighted the importance of effective internal systems. However, 

this relationship was seen from a different perspective by other participants. Their 

comments highlighted the importance of creativity and human factors over systems: 

For me it’s not just having a great system. It’s about that human interaction 

with it.  So, people do the people’s things well while the computers and 

systems do systems well, so together that works perfectly (Focus group, 

professional staff).  

It doesn’t matter what structures you put in place, because they are all going to 

be temporarily, it’s not that it doesn’t matter, but the key to things going well 

is choosing the right people and giving them the right incentives and 

motivations (Senior manager). 

Furthermore, many respondents focused on the inefficiencies of the internal IT 

systems. At one time, the University had over 400 separate IT business systems (The 

University of Western Australia 2015b). An Executive pointed out that the systems 

were devolved and infrastructure decisions were made at a local level, resulting in 

“hundreds of millions of dollars investment” in IT and an inflexible infrastructure: 

When you look at our systems and infrastructure here, there have been a lot of 

local decisions been made about acquiring applications and systems, which 

are then, to a certain extent, being integrated together to make these things 
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intra-operate, but there hasn’t been, until recently, a strategic view as to how 

to build a systems architecture to make us more flexible.  

The most common problem in this domain was a failure to update IT systems:  

We need to be able to bring investment in IT and infrastructure up to the 

average of the Go8, if we are to create the educational and research 

environment expected by students and staff. This will require additional 

annual expenditure of around 3%, or $25 million (The University of Western 

Australia 2015b, p. 8). 

Throughout 2017 the focus was on upgrading only critical systems: such as 

increasing mailbox size, the introduction of an online payment system for 

international students and a new Service Now Portal that provided a user-friendly 

system when asking for services or assistance. It seems that many attempts to 

upgrade the IT infrastructure had not resulted in expected outcomes:  

There's been an attempt, so many times, to do quite radical change across the 

University and it's just failed every time (Senior manager).  

Figure 5.4 shows the attempts to reform IT, as recorded by the University in various 

annual reports.  It appears that between 2014 and 2017 only “cosmetic” changes 

were introduced to otherwise outdated and convoluted IT systems. 
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Figure 5.4 Changed to IT systems 2014-2017 

Many expressed the idea that the process of establishing the University’s digital 

presence could have been managed better. With respect to online education, the only 

positive comments came from secondary data: from annual reports and public 

speeches praising the launch of the first MOOCs and the partnership with Coursera 

in 2013 and Education Futures Project in 2014. 

5.7 DYNAMIC CAPABILITIES SUMMARY  

In summary, the concept of DCs was not well-known at the University at the time the 

study commenced. However, when introduced to a scholarly definition, participants 

were able to provide an interesting understanding of the concept with examples, 

metaphors, contexts, and ramifications. Generally, sensing happened at all levels, 

while seizing and reconfiguring was overseen mostly by upper management and, at 

an organisational level, though the committee structure. Positive examples of sensing 

identified by participants and in secondary data included strategic papers, reviews, 

data collection, benchmarking and networking, although there was a feeling collected 
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data were not well used. In many comments, convoluted processes and slow 

decision-making processes were identified as major reasons for the University’s 

inability to respond to the changing environment. Further, a lack of connection 

between strategy and seizing opportunities was identified as a barrier to effective 

decision-making. Building loyalty and commitment with internal and external 

communities, along with the University’s mission and a strong focus on diversifying 

revenue were see as crucial future directions in seizing opportunities.  

A number of examples of resource reconfiguration were analysed in this Chapter, 

and there was a strong emphasis on human and physical resources, knowledge 

management, culture, and systems. According to participants, some systems created 

“blind spots”, which prevented decision-makers finding a clear strategic direction. 

Further, systems, culture and processes did not integrate to deliver the best outcomes.  

The most significant attempt to reconfigure the resources was in the organisational 

change domain. The next Chapter provides a detailed analysis of this change process.   
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Chapter 6: Data Analysis – Change 
Management 

6.1 INTRODUCTION 

On a generic level, the DCs framework advises that in the context of change 

animated by deep uncertainties and declining resources, what is needed is the 

ability to connect the university externally and internally, and to do what is 

necessary to unite the campus around new mandates and exigencies (Leih & 

Teece 2016, p. 186). 

The capacity to adapt to shifting business circumstances is at heart of the DCs 

approach. A distinguishing feature of DCs is the systematic approach to strategic 

change they suggest (Schilke et al. 2018). The theory is concerned with mechanisms 

for bringing about organisational change and reducing change management problems 

(Easterby-Smith, Lyles & Peteraf 2009).  This has implications for managers and 

consulting practitioners. A DCs approach helps deliver reliable and repeated 

performance, directed toward strategic change, as distinct from ad hoc problem 

solving (Helfat & Winter 2011; Winter 2003).  

In the University, the data analysis presented in the environmental section was 

suggestive of substantial internal and external turbulence. Excessive change was the 

second-most-cited cause of internal turbulence. Most participants had not 

experienced change on this scale before. Further, many felt change would become a 

norm, and that managing the organisation would never be “safe sailing”. In this 

context, an ability to manage change effectively seems to be paramount.  
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The point of difference in this research was capturing the process of change 

(including real-time change) from the perspective of DCs. The Chapter is structured 

in the following way: the next section (6.2) focuses on how change was 

implemented; especially what was done well and what could have been done better. 

Importantly is provides a summary of lessons learnt from the process grouped by 

themes. This offers a background for the practical framework, which will be 

presented in Chapter 8.  

While some weaknesses in the change management process were discussed in 

previous chapters (e.g. high executive turnover, poor systems, strategic inertia), this 

section focuses on two best-practice examples – the refurbishment of the University 

Library (section 6.3.1) and implementation of New Courses in 2012 (section 6.3.2). 

It also highlights a few areas respondents felt could have been managed better. The 

Chapter finishes by discussing sources of SCA (section 6.4) for the University, as 

suggested by the primary and secondary data. 

 

6.2 RECONFIGURING BY CHANGE MANAGEMENT INITIATIVES 

So on that continuum change we are pushing the boundaries, as I have indicated 

but within that we are always in continuous improvement and modifying and 

amending and that will continue to be the case beyond the life cycle of this 

Renewal (SDVC speech 2016). 

The beginning of 2012 ushered in a new era for the University with the departure of 

a long-time VC, the introduction of New Courses, and major changes in Executive 

portfolios (Appendix L).  This gave rise to a sequence of changes, including 

Functional Reviews (2014), the Sustainable Futures projects (2015) and the Renewal 

Project (2016). 
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Table 6.1 offers a summary of major change initiatives undertaken by the University, 

including its rationale. It also provides two perspectives of the significance of each 

initiative: (1) an official reason published in the publicly available annual reports; 

and (2) an opinion expressed by the respondents. This summary paints an interesting 

picture of the different perceptions of the various attempts to reconfigure resources.  

The phrases used by leaders in the annual report suggest positive outlook. Amongst 

these were: “align”, “re-align”, “provide greater career opportunities”, “introduce 

more effective and efficient processes and systems, “culture of continuous 

improvement”, “transform the work”, and “enhance and improve”.   However, 

internal stakeholders’ views varied considerably.  Some initiatives (i.e. New Courses 

and some aspects of the Functional Reviews) were seen in a positive light. Others 

were seen more negatively, giving rise to uncertainty and resentment.  

 

Table 6.1 Perception of change (leadership versus staff and students) 

Change Reason for change Quote from Annual Report Quote from interview/focus 
group 

Introduction 
of New 
Courses  

To modernise course 
structures based on 
3+2 model moving 
vocational education 
largely to the 
postgraduate level 

During 2012, [the University] 
introduced the most 
significant changes to student 
courses since its foundation a 
century ago (…) By offering 
professional degrees at 
postgraduate level, the 
University has aligned itself 
with leading universities 
across the world to provide 
greater career opportunities in 
a global workplace  (The 
University of Western 
Australia 2013a, p. 4) 

This was, I think, an 
example of trying to 
reconfigure resources, our 
teaching resources, our 
human capabilities and our 
teaching capacity towards a 
brand new way of thinking 
about education (Executive) 
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Change Reason for change Quote from Annual Report Quote from interview/focus 
group 

Internal 
operations 
restructure 

To bring about a 
greater focus on 
academic programs 
and 
internationalisation 
strategy 

A high-level re-organisation 
of reporting lines took effect 
from 1 January 2014 in order 
to align the University’s 
professional services with our 
core institutional priorities of 
education, research and 
external engagement. This 
realignment provided the 
starting point for a subsequent 
analysis of business processes 
and systems through detailed 
reviews of each core 
administrative function to 
identify opportunities to 
introduce more effective and 
efficient processes and 
business systems (The 
University of Western 
Australia 2015a, p. 7) 

In terms of management and 
hierarchical structures as 
well, a bit of uncertainty of 
who you are going to for 
what, it keeps changing and 
in lot of areas being shuffled 
around and things have 
shifted, so uncertain about 
who to go to for what and 
again that’s about to change 
(Focus group, cross-section) 

Functional 
Reviews  

Part of a wider 
transformational 
agenda to review 
processes across all 
organisational units 
to deliver operational 
excellence. 

The reviews focused on 
administrative activities and 
processes and with widespread 
staff secondment to the 
project, an enduring culture of 
continuous improvement has 
been created (The University 
of Western Australia 2015a, p. 
7) 

I thought also that the 
philosophy was right, the 
focus was on our systems 
and procedures, not on 
people and there was an 
attempt to understand, you 
know, what we’re doing, 
currently we are spinning 
our wheels a lot in terms of 
systems and… but I think, I 
think it fell down, because it 
was not followed up 
properly (Senior manager) 

Sustainable 
futures 

In response to 
findings of the 
Functional Reviews, 
the University 
leadership embarked 
on an integrated 
program of 
University-wide 
strategic project. 

Through the launch of the 
Sustainable Futures group of 
projects we have implemented 
a range of projects designed to 
transform the way we work 
and operate, covering areas 
such as re-designing our 
information technology 
architecture, enhancing our 
brand and making positive 
steps to improve our service 
culture (The University of 
Western Australia 2016a, p. 
38) 

And they have no org change 
expertise. We told them right 
at the beginning: you need 
an org change expert to help 
you run this (Focus group, 
cross-section). 
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Change Reason for change Quote from Annual Report Quote from interview/focus 
group 

Renewal To address the 
revenue challenges, 
high cost base, 
inefficiencies of 
internal operations, 
and to diversify 
revenue sources 

The University reviewed its 
internal operations through the 
Renewal Project, reorganised 
its academic structures and 
agreed upon a functionally 
aligned service delivery 
model, all aimed at embedding 
excellence, further enhancing 
our teaching and research 
capabilities and offering a 
distinctive UWA world-class 
student experience (The 
University of Western 
Australia 2017a, p. 6) 

Renewal has subsequently 
been all about, effectively, 
cost management, right? So, 
the rhetoric’s changed from: 
“here is the positive future 
vision which we are trying to 
achieve” to: “we need to 
change, because we are in a 
financial trouble”, right? 
(…) I much rather motivate 
people thought hope rather 
than fear, so I think in some 
sense it’s important to be 
able to say to people: “we 
have a positive reason for 
why we want to undertake 
change” (Executive) 

 

It seems the University’s main response to the twin pressures of increased 

competition and a difficult funding environment was to consolidate its services so as 

“to ensure we improve our customer service and governance as well as our financial 

investment in teaching, the student experience and research” (The Univeristy of 

Western Australia 2018, p. 41). The Renewal Project led to changes in academic 

structure (including a reduction from eight faculties to four), and the introduction of 

five functionally aligned Service Delivery Centres designed to deliver professional 

services across the University.  

The Executive group’s rationale for the creation of the Service Delivery Centres 

included the development of end-to-end services, the creation of clear role 

descriptions, improvements in job satisfaction and strategic alignment.  The reason 

for combining some of the faculties was to promote inter-disciplinary collaboration.  

Other centralising initiatives included the creation of an Education portfolio within 

the Executive that included all of the central units directly responsible for education 

and the student experience, incorporating the Registrar’s role into the SDVC’s 
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portfolio and the establishment of an Office of Strategy, Planning and Performance 

(The University of Western Australia 2016a). However research shows (Wilden et al. 

2013) that companies should align internal structure with their capacity to sense, 

seize and reconfigure in more organic way if they want to derive superior 

performance from DCs.  

Comments in relations to the Renewal Project are summarised in Table 6.2 and 

discussed in the following section. The “lessons learnt” are structured around the 

eight major themes that correspond with the eight themes identified in the Internal 

Environment Analysis Chapter (4.5). 

Table 6.2 Change management – lessons learnt 

What was done well in the change 
management process? 

What could have been done better in the change 
management process? 

Theme 1 People 

• Staff were encouraged to lead the big 
change in a way they didn’t know they 
could (Executive) 

• A lack of transparency in communication and 
consultation (Executive, focus groups) 

• Strategic recruitment of 50 new 
academic staff (Executive, Senior 
manager) 

• The process destabilised much of the University’s 
critical stakeholders (Focus group, students) 

• Staff secondment to Functional 
Reviews increased the level of 
organisational knowledge  (Executive) 

• Lack of staff buy-in (Senior managers, Executive) 

 • Turnover at the Executive level caused instability, 
and a loss of tacit knowledge (all respondents) 

 • Disengagement with external communities 
(Executive) 

Theme 2 Continuous change 

• Culture of continuous change was 
embedded in organisation (Executive) 

• Change fatigue (Focus group, academic) 

 • Pace of offering redundancies was too slow 
(Professional staff) 

 • No closure to Functional Reviews (Focus group, 
Senior manager) 
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Theme 3 Financial position 

• Structural change brought financial 
surplus (Executive) 

• Too much focus on finances, to the detriment of 
other matters (Executive)  

• Recruitment freeze contributed towards 
a better financial position (Executive) 

• Negative motivation  through fear (cost 
management as a need for change) (Executive) 

• Culture of financial sustainability was 
embedded in University (Executive)  

 

 

Theme 4 Systems, processes and structures 

• Data gathering and benchmarking 
(Executive) 

• Inability to modernise IT on a bigger scale (Senior 
managers, professional staff) 

• Introduction of streamlined 
procurement (Executive) 

• Implementation of Service Delivery Models 
(Senior manager) 

• Change process took place over a 
relatively short period of time (Senior 
manager, Executive) 

• Timeline too long (Executive, focus groups all) 

• An announcement about the job-cuts made before 
Christmas  

• Long lags between milestones  

• Introduction of HR partners (Senior 
manager) 

• HR processes not aligned with the new structure 
(Senior manager) 

• Combining strategy, performance 
analytics, legal, and risk functions 
under one office (Annual report 2015) 

• Systems, culture, and processes didn’t integrate to 
deliver a solid and satisfactory service culture 

• Investments in physical space (new and 
redeveloped) (Executives, Senior 
managers and focus groups) 

 

• Removal of blockages (structural and 
personal) to better enable seizing 
opportunities (Senior manager)  

 

• Improved consistency of services 
(Executive) 
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Theme 5 Culture 

• Wider acceptance of the necessity of 
change (Senior manager) 

• Change resulted in cultural turbulence (Focus 
group, students) 

• Brave decisions taken with courage and 
conviction (Executive, Focus groups)  

• Resistance at different levels  (Senior manager, 
Executive) 

• Increased appetite for risk-taking 
(Senior manager) 

• Eroded trust (Focus group, students) 

 • “Them” and “us” dynamic 

 • Failure to understand internal culture (Executives) 

Theme 6 Strategy 

• Evidence-based decision-making via 
the use of detailed analytics (Executive) 

• Excessive centralisation (Senior manager) 

• Constant monitoring of outcomes 
(Executive) 

• Better preparation and execution of the change 
process  (Focus group, student & focus group, 
cross-section) 

• Developing predictive modelling and 
scenario planning around the future 
size, shape and composition of the 
University (Executive) 

• Lack of overarching transition plan, no interim 
process in place (Executive) 

• Developing DCs (Executive) • Lack of leadership (Focus groups, Senior 
managers) 

• Focus on Cycle 2 (postgraduate 
courses) 

• Lack of transparency (Focus groups, Senior 
manager) 

• Strategy papers highlighting urgency of 
change (Focus groups, Senior 
managers) 

• Lack of leading by example (Focus groups) 

Theme 7 Teaching research nexus 

• The Research-led Teaching Project 
(Executive) 

 

Theme 8 Reputation 

• Positioning University in the global 
market (Executive) 

• Negative word of mouth (Focus group, students) 

• Integrated marketing and digital 
strategy (Executive) 

• Better promotion of New Courses 
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Two major areas for improvement were repeatedly mentioned by participants: a lack 

of transparent communication/consultation with internal stakeholders, and an 

inability to modernise IT systems. These two phenomena are discussed in a greater 

depth in the next section.     

6.2.1 Communication and consultation  

Some respondents made positive comments about communication and consultation. 

Students noted that the Executive Team asked for submissions and took feedback 

well. Professional staff were aware of the communication schedule for the Renewal 

Project, and that it was regular and transparent.  Senior managers commented on the 

frequency of the communication, while Executive members highlighted the number 

of submissions, and the extensive consultation over the new academic structure. 

This, they felt, followed good change management principles.  

On the whole, however, most respondents felt that communication had failed, to 

some extent, as summed up by an Executive:  

We even did things like that you know, we used empathetic language, we 

recognised context, we recognised their contribution, but all of that was 

almost like the rule book says I need to do this (…) it was mechanical and 

therefore it bares the criticism that it was not sincere, it bares the criticism 

that it was window dressing. 

Interestingly, one participant suggested communication about the change was not 

aligned with the “rule book”: 
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We did the checklist of the University change website, how they use Kotter’s 

Leading Change principles. As a template, if you want, or a blueprint …as a 

guide (…).   We [the University] have managed to ignore what he said was 

wrong and we managed to do what he said is a bad idea (Focus group, 

change management). 

The consultation was generally perceived by staff and students as “meaningless”, 

lacking transparency, and being devoid of content. This eroded “any trust there might 

have been towards the Executive”. Students expressed frustration about not being 

included in the consultation process, in which they believed they were major 

stakeholders: 

From a student’s perspective as well from a Guild perspective, having a seat at 

the table from the start for staff and students was one of the biggest thing they 

didn’t do right and that took a lot of pressure from us to say: "Hey, you also 

have to let us have a say in how the staff are picked or how you are 

redesigning these faculties and eventually we did get that seat on the table (…) 

But then we’ll go to these meetings and a member of the University staff, like 

they would be designing the new faculty structures and saying: "Hey this is 

how the new faculty is going to be structured” (Focus group, student).   

Having attended Open Fora, staff were left with many unanswered questions: 

And that’s a general feeling from staff that attended in our school as you end 

up walking out with more questions, no answers and angry (Focus group, 

change management). 

One senior manager commented on the ineffectiveness of the one-way 

communication style: 
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Communicating with your staff might mean sending an e-mail out, it might 

mean having a Town Hall where you don't really provide people with 

information, you just have a lot of anger and anxiety, it's really about thinking 

about how you communicate that's important and I'm not sure that we're there 

yet. There is some training for managers and directors, but I think we need to 

do more in that space. 

The consultation process employed by the University (which involved collecting 

feedback, and numerous Town Halls and Open Fora for staff) was perceived by 

many as tokenistic. One Executive member, for example, said: 

What was handled poorly was, I think too much of the discussion became seen 

as tokenism, you know that the feedback wasn’t taken seriously, that there 

was already pre-determined outcome. 

One former decision-maker pointed out that both internal communication and 

external communication could have been managed better and that notion was echoed 

as an area for improvement by the VC: 

Of course, we can have greater use of our communication channels, 

communicating particularly with our internal and local communities around 

the positive successes of the University, looking to the future. The need for 

the whole of University-integrated external engagement approach is a priority 

and this will include the use of customer relations management technology in 

order to bring that framework to bear (VC inaugural speech 2017). 

  



 

Chapter 6: Data Analysis – Change Management 222 

6.3 POSITIVE EXAMPLES OF CHANGE MANAGEMENT  

Two cases were frequently mentioned in response to a question about positive 

examples of change management. These were the refurbishment of the University 

Library, and the introduction of New Courses.  While these two change processes 

were not faultless, they were highlighted as “pockets of excellence” at the 

University.   

6.3.1 How to manage change in the Library? 

The background to the changes undertaken by the Library was presented earlier in 

the External Environment Analysis 4.3.6 (Theme 3 – Digital and virtual revolution). 

The Library refurbishment project transformed the ground floor of the Reid Library, 

doubling student spaces for collaborative and informal learning. This section focuses 

on the change management tools and strategies used in this change. Kotter’s eight 

steps process for leading change (Kotter 1996), which is widely used by change 

practitioners and embraced by Executives around the world (Cohen 2005), is used 

here to show how the Library transformed and executed change strategies.  

Step 1 Creating a sense of urgency 

Libraries have seen a massive shift in the services they are expected to provide and it 

has affected them to the “core and at every level”:  

Lending of our physical items has gone down 75% in fifteen years, so we 

don't need as much space. We have things on our shelves that haven't been 

borrowed for forty years (Senior manager).   

A budgeting exercise was undertaken by the Library leadership team. Budget was 

seen as a major factor, as the Library payed for most books and journals in US 

dollars. Volatility in exchange rates rendered this difficult to manage. As a result, 
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there was a need for change and a re-structure was planned. A Senior manager 

recalled that process:  

I actually showed staff a video of a Library in the US that I had seen that had 

done something similar and it was so inspirational. You know they'd moved 

all their print collections out, because it's quite confronting for most 

Librarians to think of a Library without books (Senior manager). 

Step 2 Creating a guiding coalition 

Before the refurbishment plan could commence, the Library leadership team lobbied 

the University Executive to support the project “to get them to understand the 

benefits of it”. This resulted in a strong guiding coalition being set up. As it was a 

multi-faceted project, other stakeholders were involved from the outset. There was 

engagement with Campus Management, students, and academics in the design phase.  

Library management also recognised the need for a buy-in from its staff:  

You can't really just work on a project and then say to the staff, well here are 

the plans, here's what's going to happen. So I think you need buy-in from the 

beginning and I think that needs to be from your stakeholders as well. So 

there's a cultural aspect, there's a really hard work kind of aspect, it's just the 

reality, you've got to assign resources to it (Senior manager). 

Step 3   Creating a vision for change  

The development of an internal Strategic Plan was fundamental in setting a new 

direction for the Library. A formal strategic planning exercise was undertaken in 

2015 to create a vision for change.  This included environmental scanning, and team 

projects based on particular themes. The environmental scanning was led by middle 

tier staff for a number of reasons, as mentioned by a Senior manager: 
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This is all about really from my perspective not only getting staff buy-in to a 

Strategic Plan. It's very hard for just you know, somebody working with, 

dealing with students on a daily basis to really engage with the Strategic 

Plan, unless they've been involved in designing it. But it's also about 

increasing the skill level in the library, looking out, seeing what other people 

are doing. I actually think it's quite fun as well and because I've come up 

through the ranks and I've participated as a team member, a team leader and 

now I'm overseeing the process. I have a good feeling for the positivity it 

creates within the team. 

The strategic planning exercise was very important for another reason.  At that time, 

morale in the Library was low. The unit had been separated from its long-time 

partner (the IT section) and had lost many staff through redundancies.  Consequently, 

management designed many activities to engage and motivate staff (e.g. 

benchmarking, focus groups with students, and panel discussions for all staff in 

which members of the Executive, senior academics, and the student Guild President 

talked about visions for the Library).  

Step 4   Communicating the vision 

Perhaps the most important and best aspect of this change management was the way 

the Library communicated with stakeholders. One of the students from the cross-

section focus group praised the Library communication strategies: 

They consistently ask for students’ opinions, but it’s more about closing the 

loop. So, when they ask for students’ opinions, they make their decisions and 

then they go through and advertise across the whole Library saying: you’ve 

asked, we listened. That’s the name of their boards. They give you list of 

what was done and what was asked for, what they did to approach it what 
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they still doing in the future to approach it, it’s communicated to all students 

constantly (Focus group, cross-section). 

Using its internal human resources, the Library leadership team delegated marketing 

communication to an internal staff member with a relevant background. This staff 

member managed communication about the coming changes. The communication 

strategy included:  

1. Regular meetings with the Guild President and the Postgraduate Association 

President that provided regular updates. 

2. Setting up an active student consultative group (arranged under the DVC with 

the heads of all the student societies). 

3. Social media campaigns on Facebook and Twitter. 

4. Many signs and images (i.e. photos of the demolition stages) around the 

campus. 

5. Attention to detail (while trying to minimise the noise in the Library, staff did 

“little things” that made a big difference, such as  making ear plugs available 

for students, telling people in advance about noisy work, closures and other 

major disturbances). 

6. Using humour. 

7. Emphasising the benefits of the project.  

A senior manager referred to a personal anecdote while explaining the importance of 

communicating the vision: 

I asked the person, didn't matter if they were the Vice-Chancellor or the 

Student Guild President (…): “What's your perception of the Library?” And 
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most of them said something like: “Oh it's fine”, or “it's good” or “it's okay”. 

The Vice-Chancellor actually said: “It must be good, because I hear no 

complaints”. And I have to say I was a bit disheartened by that, I wanted him 

to say it's innovative, it's fantastic, I think it's excellent, it's high quality, you 

know it’s student focused. That's what I wanted them to say, so that's what 

we've been working hard on is communicating what we do well. So that they 

will say that kind of thing instead of just saying: “Oh well no one complains 

about it so it must be good”. 

Step 5   Removing obstacles 

During the Library refurbishment, staff and student representatives expected many 

complaints about disruptions and closures.  However, by consistently providing 

information to students, this issue was avoided.  Indeed, a leader of the Postgraduate 

Student Association commented:  

[Only] one student complained about a roof tile being open and I thought if 

that’s the only one complaint during the entire refurbishment process… I am 

happy with that. 

Step 6 Creating short-term wins 

Considerable efforts were made not only to minimise obstacles, but also to celebrate 

small wins.  Such celebrations included publishing photos of every completed stage 

of the project, and asking students to vote on the new chairs and artwork.  By 

engaging students in celebrating each stage, Library staff “tried to make them feel 

like it was their project”.   
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Step 7 Consolidating improvements 

As a result, at the time of the fiftieth anniversary of the Library (in 2014) the 

management started to generate some positive views about the building and its 

history.  

So I think because of the campus and it's really one of the best things about 

the University and trying to honour that internally within our buildings is 

important as the natural beauty outside I think (Senior manager). 

At the end of the refurbishment project, the Library identified “lessons learned”, in 

an attempt to ascertain what went well, and what did not. Those lessons were used in 

the management of subsequent renovations to some of the smaller libraries on 

campus. In addition, a “First Impressions Report for the Library” included a survey 

of students that asked what they liked and what they did not like when the Library 

was first opened in addition to entrant statistics compared to the previous year.   

Step 8   Anchoring the change 

The culture of change has been deeply embedded in the University Library. It is 

highly likely that the incremental change will continue in the Library:  

We've reorganised ourselves a couple of times and you know, I think we've 

had major organisational changes 2012, 2014, 2016 and I think my staff 

think that's it, but I know there'll be another one next year.  I can see it's 

going to have to just be part of our new mind-set, that we can't stay 

organised in the same way with the same skill set, same staff for very long 

(…) I'm completely in control of it (Senior manager). 

The shift from physical to digital resources freed up Library space that could be 

repurposed for students. It also had an impact on staff numbers, which were reduced 

by approximately one third, as well as staff composition, given that the 
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transformation enabled management to “put that back in to more professional, senior 

staff that really provide more value to the University and we're also able to put it in 

to purchasing more e-books for the University”.  Thus, the response to external 

pressures, which also included changes in competitors’ actions and students’ 

expectations, added value in opinion expressed by a Senior manager: 

So we've seen, I don't know, some weeks it's an 80% increase in the same 

time as the year before in entrants and there's been such a positive student 

reaction to that. 

As a result of these changes, new flexible teaching spaces were created designed for 

flipped classroom teaching. This, in turn, brought academics back to the Library. 

Academics today tend to access everything they need from their desks. As a result, 

the Library was not a regular part of their day-to-day work.  A senior manager 

commented on the sense of pride that this transformation brought about:  

Having the teaching space to bring them back in to the Library and seeing 

how busy it is, how much the students appreciate it, you know, how vibrant 

and innovative and exciting it is and so there is something about bringing the 

academics back in as well. 

A student commented on the pulling power of the Library: 

I was speaking to one of the Library staff and they were saying they have 

seen, like, a 70% increase in the amount of students who are walking in and 

out, and this means that there is more of the culture, there is more of that 

consuming the experience of being at UWA and therefore becomes more 

like a “sticky campus” and then you get more benefits of everything else as 

well (Focus group, student).  
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It seems the communications and consultation strategies were highlights of the 

Library refurbishment and contributed to the success of that change management 

process.   

6.3.2 How to manage curriculum change? 

Some background information about the introduction of New Courses 2012 was 

presented earlier in the Dynamic Capabilities Chapter section 5.6.1. The current 

section focuses mostly on the change management tools and strategies employed in 

the change process. The positive model of planned change, in particular appreciative 

inquiry (AI) (Whitney & Cooperrider 2011), is used to show how the Review of the 

Course Structure was initiated, and how it led to implementation of New Courses. AI 

process takes a different approach to change management whereby change agents 

focus on what the organisation performs well in and involves employees in creating a 

positive vision or an ideal state to aspire to. This built off the University’s existing 

capabilities, and was designed to achieve better results for its students. The positive 

application of planned change, which has five steps, focuses on the organisational 

strengths (Waddell et al. 2017).  

Initiating the enquiry 

In this phase, a comprehensive course structure review was undertaken. This started 

with the release of a discussion paper (The University of Western Australia 2007). 

This was followed by extensive consultation within and beyond the University.  The 

impulse for change came not from a deficit, but from the conviction that students of 

this University should have the best available education. An Executive member 

looked back at the beginnings of that process: 

But I think it has started with a view of what positive change can we 

implement, which will position this University in the head of the sector, 
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which will enhance its reputation, which will see us being progressive, 

which will see this University being able to occupy a high educational 

ground, right?  So, I think that was done really well. 

First, the change leaders identified the organisational issues they have the most 

energy to address: 

And so, we started thinking about our courses five or six years before that 

2012 date. There was a lot of time to flash out all of the issues, to work on 

the non-adopters, if you like, of the new idea to understand that some people 

will never go over the line (…) I think a lot of it came down to a really good 

idea, well sold and then a really good number of followers around the place 

distributed, who managed to back in the idea. So, it was a compelling story 

(Executive). 

Inquiring into best practices 

Benchmarking was an important part of environmental sensing during the Review of 

Course Structures. The reviewers analysed the external environment looking for 

examples of successful curriculum change in the sector, measuring the University’s 

performance against top universities internationally. Several leading international 

educational institutions also contributed, sharing details of comparable initiatives and 

processes of their own, including University College London, Oxford University, 

The University of California (Berkeley), The University of Auckland and Cornell 

University.  A senior manager also commented on the efficiency of the process:   

We looked what they were doing, at their course structures, the way some of 

them were reviewing this and the third impulse really was a wish to ensure, 

that there was a maximum efficiency in the way resources were used. 
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Discovering themes 

More than 160 submissions were received in response to the discussion paper (The 

University of Western Australia 2007). Over half came from staff and students, while 

the rest were lodged by alumni and external stakeholders. These responses were 

reviewed by a Steering Group, with major themes presented in an options paper (The 

University of Western Australia 2007). The topics that drew the most comments in 

submissions were: the need for generic and transferable skills, developing an 

appropriate balance between breadth and depth, and issues related to administration 

and nomenclature. 

In addition, the 2007 University Strategic Plan identified a number of ‘defining 

characteristics” that guided the decision-making process. Of specific relevance were 

ensuring high-quality teaching, comprehensiveness of curriculum, a research 

intensive ethos, and an international focus (The University of Western Australia 

2007). 

Envisioning a preferred future 

In this phase, change leaders presented a range of possible future scenarios that 

gained support from relevant stakeholders.  One of those stakeholders commented: 

Look, I think if you are managing change in my view is to have a strong and 

positive vision, right? And I think we had that with New Courses (…) But I 

think it has started with a view of what positive change can we implement, 

which will position this University in the head of the sector, which will 

enhance its reputation, which will see us being progressive, which will see this 

University being able to occupy a high educational ground, right?  So, I think 

that was done really well (Executive). 
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In particular, the leaders’ ability to ‘sell the vision’ was commended by an Executive 

member: 

And I think it’s because [the DVC Education] was quite a charismatic sort of a 

guy (…), but it was a vision… he was able to sell an idea really, really easily. 

He got the backing of the Vice-Chancellor and I think that was helpful, but 

then he worked incredibly hard to go around the departments and the schools 

to talk through what this meant, but then I think what he did he was very good 

at building relationships very quickly and he did it quite quickly and I think 

managed to get some heads of school on board and a couple of deans and that 

was enough to be able to gain the momentum behind things. 

Designing and delivering ways to create the future 

The final phase involved the design and delivery of the plan and activities necessary 

to bring about the vision. The issues and options paper (The University of Western 

Australia 2007) presented seven possible options.  Importantly, in a Senior 

manager’s opinion, the options paper was developed on the basis of genuine and 

deep consultation: 

It wasn’t saying prematurely: here is what we should go for, it was saying: 

we could go for this, or this, or this; here are the pros and cons. And all of 

that was discussed, all of that was debated within faculties, within 

department, within the Executive etc.. 

Needless to say, there was no immediate agreement. Gradually, however, a 

consensus emerged that developed into a set of recommendations. This was a slow 

process of “sifting through the options”.  Eventually, the decision to choose a more 

radical change based on the Bologna model was approved by the Academic Senate in 

December 2008.  
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By the time the University voted on changes and we started implementing 

them, nobody could say: I wasn’t listened to; they might say I didn’t get what 

I wanted, but everybody had had ample opportunity to be heard and that 

continued right through the implementation process and I think that’s is the 

way it has to be done for dynamic capabilities really need to be developed in a 

way that embed them within the organisation (Senior manager). 

The New Courses were launched in 2012. At the same time, the University recorded 

its highest ever undergraduate enrolment, gaining an increased share of Western 

Australian school leavers and other applicants. It also increased its share of high-

achieving students (The University of Western Australia 2013a). The implementation 

of the New Courses model saw an increase in graduate numbers.  

Respondents made a number of positive comments in relation to the effort to 

communicate the change widely, and consult with multiple stakeholders. One 

Executive, for example, remarked: 

I think, staff bought into it quickly, because it was an idea that was easy for 

them to accept and understand how their teaching will be organised under 

that model. 

And another added: 

I think that was very well managed. It was very well consulted. Everyone in 

the University knew what was going on, people knew who to go to ask 

questions about it. People felt very comfortable with it. Everyone did it. It was 

a highly successful, massive change that was very well implemented 

(Executive). 

A comment by one of the respondents about New Courses might be thought of as an 

example of the University exercising its DCs well: 
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I think was a good example of (…) a big bang approach, was a significant 

shift in a way we taught and probably the biggest challenge we’ve seen in a 

way that we’ve taught for fifty years, because previously, I think, what we had 

was always an incremental change (…) This was, I think, an example of trying 

to reconfigure resources, our teaching resources, our human capabilities and 

our teaching capacity towards a brand new way of thinking about education 

(Executive). 

6.4 SOURCES OF SCA 

In order to better understand the reconfiguration of resources, it is important to look 

into the University’s sources of SCA.  Table 6.3 presents a summary of these 

sources, as suggested by respondents and the secondary data. The numbers in 

brackets show the number of references.  Only sources of SCA that were mentioned 

five or more times were included. In addition to the Table, some potential areas 

identified by interviewees or focus group members were included (i.e. mentoring and 

guiding academics, service learning, commercialisation of research).  

The three most commonly cited sources of SCA were: people (talented staff, students 

and alumni), location and research excellence. Interestingly, one Executive member 

suggested clear identification of University’s DCs would lead to a better strategic 

positioning in the market: 

One of the things that could differentiate us would be really clear articulation 

of our dynamic capabilities. We don’t do that very well. 
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Table 6.3 Sources of SCA 

Source of SCA Source of comment Examples 

Talented people (12) Executives, senior managers, 
focus group, strategy paper 

quality staff  
students  
alumni 

Location (11) Executives, senior managers, 
strategy papers and annual reports 

close to mineral and energy 
resources 
unique biodiversity  
close to international markets – 
‘In the Zone’ 

Research intensive 
ethos (10) 

Executives, senior managers, 
focus groups, strategy papers  

achieving excellence in research 
output 

Reputation/ranking (9) Executives, senior managers, 
focus groups, strategy paper 

linked to research excellence 

Comprehensive 
curriculum (8) 

Executives, senior manager, focus 
groups, strategy papers 

indigenous studies  
art  
music 

Infrastructure (7) Executive, senior managers, focus 
group, strategy paper  

arts festival 
square kilometre array 
supercomputer 
second largest collection of 
Aboriginal art in the world 
Oceans Institute 

Campus/physical space 
(6) 

Executives, senior manager, 
Campus Masterplan 
 

beautiful campus 
libraries 
six theatres 
art galleries  

Excellence/high quality 
(5) 

Executive, senior managers, 
strategy paper 

this relates to a pursuit in 
achieving excellence in 
everything the University does 

 

A direct question about the link between change management and DCs was posed to 

the focus groups and at one-on-one interviews (i.e. “Has managing change been 

linked to the development of any specific dynamic capabilities? If yes, which 

capabilities and how?”).  In general, the focus groups had difficulties identifying 

positive examples of DCs as a result of change management. The answers included 

“limited”, “none”, “potential”, “in a tenuous way”. The only positive examples 
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identified by focus groups referred to (a) staff becoming more adaptive and agile, 

and (b) signifying the need for culture change (if not managing it well).  

In contrast, Executive members and senior managers could clearly identify links 

between change management and DCs:  

I would say managing change is much easier, if you are fit and able to change 

and having dynamic capabilities, to me, would be seen to be fit and reactive 

and responsive and able to change rather than being less fit in terms of 

dynamic capability, in which case change would be much more painful and 

much more distractive: 

So for me, absolutely the answer is always yes and it’s for everybody, 

individuals as well as the whole institution. Who would have thought two 

years ago that this institution could go through a major transformation, way 

we did last year, restructure the whole organisation, the whole organisation, 

lose staff, bring staff in, change the way we think, change the way we look, 

change the way which we do things, in a year. Who would have thought we’d 

that! We did and we can and we survived it. My goodness, we have some 

dynamic capabilities! (Executive). 

Other examples included transforming organisational knowledge and staff mobility, 

removing the “personal and structural blockages” that prevented the University from 

active seizing and   introducing a culture of change to the organisation. A need for 

growth and responsiveness was highlighted by a senior leader: 

I think what [the University] has learnt to do as a dynamic capability is to 

continue to grow its (…) capabilities and to be responsive to an external 

environment and to be responsive in a way that is [University] specific 

(Executive). 
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6.5 CHANGE MANAGEMENT SUMMARY 

The DCs theory provides useful insights for any organisational change initiative. As 

the data presented in this Chapter suggests, dynamic sensing, seizing, and 

reconfiguring can move an organisation like a university onto a different change 

trajectory (Hube & Stockport 2016). Primary and secondary data implies that the 

University performs well at sensing. However it requires considerable improvement 

in its capabilities to seize opportunities and, to a lesser extent, reconfigure its 

resources.  The current restructuring process, made through a number of significant 

change management initiatives, increased internal turbulence and caused major 

change fatigue among staff. A few interesting observations suggested there were 

blind spots in strategy, culture, processes, and mentality that reduced the 

effectiveness of the change process. Some obstacles, such as poor consultation and 

inefficient internal systems (predominantly IT), may have prevented the 

transformation from being as effective as had been hoped.  

In addition, two examples of best practice and the lessons learnt from the 

organisational change process were analysed in this Chapter. By explicitly 

illustrating examples of what was done well and what could have been done better, 

this research provided real life examples of opportunities and threats for future 

change strategies. Some of these themes could be easily applied to non-tertiary 

education contexts. For example, change practitioners in government and not-for-

profit organisations could use the positive examples identified in Chapter 6 as 

exemplars. The Library refurbishment and the introduction of New Courses could be 

seen as examples of excellence in an otherwise difficult change process. The 

frameworks used to analyse change management: Kotter’s (1996) Eight Steps and 
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Appreciative Inquiry (Whitney & Cooperrider 2011) are popular tools and provide 

effective ways to analyse change in any context.  

The major sources of the University’s SCA are its people, its unique location, and its 

research-intensive ethos. More emphasis should be given to these areas in future 

attempts to reconfigure the University. Additionally, a clear articulation of the 

University’s DCs could help differentiate the University in its market.    

The next Chapter focuses on the development of theoretical model, as it might be 

applied to the University. The data analyses presented earlier provided a foundation 

for these suggestions.  In addition, the understanding of the process of change 

highlighted in this Chapter suggested some practical recommendations that are 

discussed in the last Chapter 8 of this thesis. 
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Chapter 7: The Cogwheel Model of 
Dynamic Capabilities (CMDC) 

7.1 INTRODUCTION 

This Chapter analyses and synthesises the academic literature and findings from the 

previous chapters through developing the Cogwheel Model of Dynamic Capabilities 

(CMDC). This model is particularly relevant for universities attempting to transform 

to a sustainable future and is likely to be also useful for organisations operating in 

other sectors. CMDC, which is based on a metaphor of a number of cogwheels that 

operate in tandem supported by drops of a lubricant, contributes to the existing body 

of knowledge through its attempt to capture the complexity and dynamic nature of 

the DC process over time.  

As was considered in the Methodology Chapter 3 most of the primary data collection 

was undertaken over several months when the organisational change process at the 

University was at its peak. The development of the CMCD fulfils the study’s fourth 

research aim, namely: 

To develop a framework that links the university’s DCs and SCA within a 

turbulent environment. 

The analysis in this Chapter also links to other research aims, namely: 

Aim 1: Analyse the increasingly turbulent external and internal environment 

in which Australian universities, as well as globally are operating. 

Aim 2: Define what DCs are within a university context. 
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Aim 3: Investigate how the University has been sensing, seizing and 

reconfiguring. 

Aim 5: Develop a set of practical recommendations that can be used to build 

a strategy around DCs. 

As pointed out earlier within this thesis, universities are important for a nation’s 

future. However, as much as they might need to be managed in a business-like 

manner, given their unique social roles, they should not be run in the same way as a 

business (Holbrook 2018; Reid 1996; Teece 2017). It might be problematic, 

therefore, that most DCs models have been developed within businesses contexts. As 

a model developed through an in-depth qualitative study undertaken in a university 

context, the CMDC was designed to provide uniquely valuable insights and guidance 

to university leaders trying to manage competing demands in their attempt to create a 

sustainable competitive advantage (SCA). However, it is intended the findings might 

be applicable to other organisations and this will be further explained in Chapter 8. 

The first section of this Chapter discusses the use of a metaphor for conceptualising 

DCs. The next section presents the elements of CMDC one-by-one (7.3) and outlines 

their relationships (7.3.6). The Chapter then concludes with a summary of the study’s 

theoretical contribution  

7.2 USING METAPHORS TO CONCEPTUALISE DCS 

Critics of DCs research argue the DCs concept is abstract, intangible and difficult to 

describe (Pavlou & El Sawy 2011). Indeed, this study suggested DCs are poorly 

understood in the university sector (Chapter 5.2). Senior academic and administrative 

leaders of the University had, generally, not been exposed to DCs theory. However, 
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during the semi-structured interviews, they quickly grasped the DCs approach, 

interpreting its meaning through metaphors, examples and anecdotes. Based on the 

respondents’ feedback, and following arguments that metaphors can be fruitfully 

used (Cornelissen 2005; Morgan 1997; Ortony 1975; Verdinelli & Scagnoli 2013), it 

can be argued metaphors and narratives can be used when introducing the DCs 

concept to new audiences. 

Others have previously used a metaphor approach to clarify DCs including the 

‘House of Dynamic Capabilities’ (Wilden, Devinney & Dowling 2016) and the 

‘Black Box’ (Pavlou & El Sawy 2011). Yet, as was pointed out in Chapter 2.5.2, 

these metaphors do not illustrate the dynamic process of DCs, given the ‘static’ 

nature of the objects (e.g. a house) to which existing metaphors appeal. The CMDC 

model developed here aims to overcome this limitation. 

7.3 THE COGWHEEL MODEL OF DYNAMIC CAPABILITIES (CMDC) 

The important pictorial presentation behind the CMDC model is that a set of 

cogwheels illustrates the dynamic process of DCs development and aligns the 

elements needed to achieve a SCA. The metaphor is based on previous research by 

Morgan (1997), who modelled organisations using a variety of different metaphors, 

including a machine with cogwheels. This metaphor illustrates forward movement as 

a set of cogwheels is designed to function in motion. Turning cogwheels demonstrate 

the dynamism of the DCs process and highlight the continuous change that affects all 

elements within the conceptual model (i.e. the external and internal environment; 

culture; sensing, seizing and reconfiguring; evolutionary fitness; and SCA). Each of 

the following subsections elaborates on the different elements of the model as well as 

analyses how these elements are interrelated. See Figure 7.1. 
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Figure 7.1 The Cogwheel Model of Dynamic Capabilities (CMDC) 
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7.3.1 Element 1 - Environmental turbulence (external and internal) 

 

Figure 7.2 The set of cogwheels illustrating environmental turbulence 

The first element of the CMDC shows the environmental turbulence caused by 

changes in the external and internal environments. This turbulence is depicted as two 

cogwheels and the level of turbulence is represented by the speed at which the 

cogwheels are turning. In an attempt to identify the characteristics of the external 

environment, participants within this study were asked to describe the level of 

turbulence in the external environment on a seven point scale and to provide 

examples (see Chapter 4.3). Respondents suggested external environmental 

turbulence was high, continuous and global. 

The external environment 

This part of the model starts with the external environment (Figure 7.2). Prior 

research has focused on how organisations can adapt to external environments 

(Chapter 1.2, 1.3 and Chapter 2.3) and has implied that a DCs approach can be 

helpful to organisations managing external turbulence. Locating the ‘external 

cogwheel’ slightly outside the main cogwheel links to Duncan’s (1972) definition of 

the external environment as the factors outside the organisations’ boundaries. The 
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cogwheel shows the external environment causes turbulence and affects other parts 

of the organisation. This view of environmental turbulence was supported here 

(Chapter 4.3).  For example, a member of the Executive commented: 

I think that there's going to be a consistent level of change, continuing 

because of the pending external environment and changing external 

environment; we can't just sit back and say this is how it is, we're not going 

to change any more, so I feel like that's a fundamental way that universities 

will change and have changed and it's going to be consistent disruption and 

change (Executive member). 

The internal environment 

The second cogwheel in Figure 7.2 depicts the internal environment. The CMDC 

model recognises the upmost importance of the internal environment and its 

turbulence. While prior research has focused on changes in the external environment 

in the sector (Altbach, Reisberg & Rumbley 2009; Bexley, James & Arkoudis 2011; 

Magner 2014; London Economics 2018), this research argues that internal changes 

are nowadays occurring much more frequently in universities; however, their 

importance has been underplayed in the literature.  

The findings presented in Chapter 4 suggested there was turbulence inside the 

University and the model illustrates that, when turbulence is high, again the 

cogwheel turns more rapidly. Having recently experienced high internal turbulence, 

some respondents believed a reduction in internal turbulence might happen in the 

future. Yet internal turbulence is probably never non-existent within any 

organisation. The CMDC reflects this through showing that, in some circumstances, 

the cogwheel may rotate more slowly.  
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The CMDC also depicts that the degree of internal and external turbulence 

experienced by organisations (illustrated by the two cogwheels) are intertwined. As 

the rate of political, technological and demographic change intensifies and the speed 

of the external cogwheel increases, the speed of the internal cogwheel will likely also 

increase, as the two cogwheels are intertwined. As one of Executive perceptively 

noted:  

So, we are seeing regulatory change, which fosters competition, technology, 

which enables new entrants with very different business models, also the 

third, which reinforces those is internationalization of the whole sector and 

the whole market and in some sense the three all act in tandem to produce 

the high level of competition and quite deliberately so […] I don’t think that 

the turbulence in the external environment will go away in the foreseeable 

future, and with the turbulence in the external environment I think it is 

impossible for that not to be reflected internally. 

The CMDC suggests the external environment is a push factor for increased changes 

in the internal environment. This, in turn, triggers a need to develop and introduce 

new change management initiatives to maintain evolutionary fitness and achieve 

SCA.  However, organisations can experience very different degrees of internal and 

external turbulence. The CMDC also suggests this through a potential mismatch in 

the spinning speeds of the cogwheels. When the external cogwheel is turning faster 

than the internal cogwheel, friction and disengagement might occur. Continual 

pressure and turn of the cogwheels might trigger a need to develop new responses to 

the external changes and new change management initiatives to keep the cogwheels 

moving forward in tandem. 
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The findings suggest the compounding effect of both the external and internal 

turbulence upon the academic institution will likely create a misalignment between 

the older more traditional forms of the academic culture and identity versus the new 

world. The more traditional practices of managing academia will become 

increasingly inappropriate as the force of turbulence continues. These forces 

operating on universities including the increasing demands placed upon its leaders by 

students, communities and other stakeholders are intensifying as well as becoming 

more complex and uncertain. The CMDC proposes a transition to new structures, 

new decision-making modes; and new forms of interdependence will continue to 

cause turbulence and new forms of leadership need to emerge to better combat such 

uncertainties.  

 

7.3.2 Element 2 - Sensing, seizing and reconfiguring DCs 

 
Figure 7.3 Sensing, seizing and reconfiguring DCs 
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The model’s second element is the set of three cogwheels depicting the sensing, 

seizing and reconfiguring of DCs (Figure 7.3). The model uses Teece et al.’s (1997) 

micro-foundation typology of sensing, seizing and reconfiguring as continuous 

practices in achieving SCA. This study’s findings were congruent with Leih and 

Teece’s (2016) argument that DCs are an appropriate way to examine universities, 

especially as the turbulence recently experienced by the university sector was likely 

to persist (Sections 1.4 and 4.3.2). However, in contrast to Teece’s linear model 

(presented in Chapter 5), the CMDC notes that sensing, seizing and reconfiguring are 

continuous (Burisch & Wohlgemuth 2016).  Consequently, they are illustrated in the 

CMDC as three interlinked cogwheels. This element of the model has three 

implications: (1) it proposes that, through sensing, seizing and reconfiguring, a 

university can close-the-loop in the value creation process, (2) it implies DCs are 

perpetual in nature; and (3) it illustrates that DCs are mutually reinforcing. The 

implications of this will now be explained.  

Sensing 

The first cogwheel in this element of the CMDC depicts sensing. Its top position is 

meant to illustrate the close proximity to factors outside of the organisation’s 

boundaries (Duncan 1972). The forward orientation depicted the arrow leading from 

sensing to seizing suggests that if organisations are to ensure their future 

competitiveness, they must take active steps to effectively monitor changes within 

their external environment. The findings presented in Chapter 5.3 showed the 

University had well developed sensing capabilities although some respondents 

indicated these capabilities needed to be deployed more systematically.  

When environmental turbulence is increasing as was emphasised in Chapter 4, 

continual monitoring is required. Sensing future directions and trends might help to 
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position the University more effectively for the future. This study found: strategic 

papers; systematic reviews; the ability to collect and analyse data; benchmarking; 

environmental scanning; and personal networking were examples of sensing that 

could be used and systemised within a University. 

This research indicated organisation-level sensing should support individual sensing. 

People have a limited ability to scan the environment consistently, although personal 

networks and alliances would help. Thus, individual, departmental, organisational 

and inter-organisational sensing was required. Sensing is a cooperative activity and 

should be performed as a joint function. It is also important for the evolutionary 

fitness of the organisation in-so-far as it helps ensure against ineffective attempts to 

seize and reconfigure (Matysiak, Rugman & Bausch 2018). As one Executive 

pointed out: 

So, I think the role of the University Executive is to try and sort of guide the 

University around a particular set of goals and objectives, but build that 

largely on a base of its capability and the intelligence that they can get from 

very talented people locally. So, I don’t know whether that fits in any model 

of this sort of stuff, but I don’t think the University Executive should be 

about setting top-down strategy and saying: we are going to conquer this hill 

in this particular way. I think it does need to be a little more collective than 

that. 

Sensing activities might be constrained in various ways. This study identified ‘blind 

spots’ in sensing environmental opportunities and threats. Blind spots might be 

interpreted as a lack of a common vision and trust (Chapter 6.2). The CMDC 

illustrates this as a lack of a lubricant oiling the cogwheels (the importance of having 

a lubricant will be discussed later), without which sensing capabilities might not 



 

Chapter 7: The Cogwheel Model of Dynamic Capabilities (CMDC) 249 

function effectively. Old and misaligned systems and some outdated leadership 

practices might create blind spots that prevent decision-makers seeing opportunities 

to reconfigure assets in more strategic and productive ways. This study found that 

both historical isolation and geographical location (Sections 4.3.5 and 5.4.1) 

contributed to blind spots, as did a false sense of security which was born out of a 

sense of endowment and prestige.  Improved sensing capabilities should help 

eliminate blind spots. 

Seizing 

The second cogwheel of this element of the CMDC depicts seizing (Figure 7.3). In 

the DC framework, seizing relates to a “panoply of decisions and activities connected 

with prioritizing opportunities and turning the most promising ones into realities” 

(Leih & Teece 2016, p. 197). It involves the timely implementation and appropriate 

execution of the best initiatives including good governance. Like sensing, seizing 

opportunities should happen at all levels i.e. organisational, operating unit and 

individual. Within the figure, the direction of the arrow depicts that after sensing 

opportunities, organisations need to prioritise action. Indeed, this research found 

(Chapter 5.5) that seizing was the most demanding of all the DCs in the examined 

university context.  

Hodgkinson and Healey (2011) drew attention to the psychological barriers that can 

undermine seizing capabilities. Organisations need to be able to sense opportunities 

in a progressive and a timely manner and then break “dysfunctional fixations with 

existing strategies” (Hodgkinson & Healey 2011, p. 1506), so as to minimise inertia 

and decisional biases to ensure strategic persistence.  Through responding to 

environmental and market changes, new opportunities become the focal point for 

tension between innovation and the status quo, when organisations struggle to 



 

Chapter 7: The Cogwheel Model of Dynamic Capabilities (CMDC) 250 

maintain, yet renew or replace their core capabilities. On the other hand, 

institutionalised capabilities may lead to inertia in the face of environmental changes 

(Leonard‐Barton 1992). 

As revealed by some respondent comments, when sensing and seizing did not work 

in tandem, effectiveness diminishes. Thus, while data collection (sensing) was seen 

as strength at the University, data use (seizing) was seen by many as a weakness.  

One of the things that I think we are very good at, but we don’t actually use 

well, we are very good at collecting data and we are very good at bringing a 

lot of data to bare on some of the things that we need to look at, but I don’t 

think that we use our dynamic capability in a way, in which we utilise the 

data to help us to achieve what we want in terms of our brand and our profile 

(Executive). 

The model illustrates that an alignment between sensing and seizing must be 

maintained if DCs are to function effectively. An excessive emphasis upon one part 

such as sensing might lead to indecision, inefficiencies and lost opportunities which 

could be lost forever. The evidence analysed within section 5.5.1 showed that slow 

decision-making processes were a key reason for the University’s lack of response to 

changes in its environment. This finding was congruent with the view that decision-

making process should remain collaborative while also being as rapid as 

circumstances allowed as “a timely consensual decision process is the secret sauce 

that separates effective management from bureaucratic bloat” (Teece, 2017 p. 97). 

Within the model, if one of the cogwheels was turning more slowly than the others, 

the entire set would slow down, losing momentum and becoming less dynamic. As 

one senior manager frustratingly noted: 
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So, part of the organisational change […] is that any opportunity needs to go 

through a process, which can take up to twelve months for the Executive to 

prioritise and make the decision whether we are going to invest. So, that’s 

anything significant and that basically means that we will never win 

anything.   So, anytime an opportunity comes up we will be so slow that 

somebody else will get it and not us (Senior manager.) 

Collaboration, strong links with the community, building loyalty, inter-organisational 

structures, fundraising as well as the diversification of revenue were all identified 

within the findings as concrete examples of university seizing.  However, findings 

(section 5.5.2) also suggested that a number of factors including threats to the 

University’s reputation, staff resistance, fatigue and burnout may have undermined 

the University’s seizing capabilities. The CMDC implies obstacles that prevent 

cogwheels from turning may contribute to the failure of the entire system. However, 

sensing capabilities may assist with the quick identification of obstacles and seizing 

capabilities may assist with their quick elimination.    

Reconfiguring  

The third cogwheel of this element of the CMDC depicts reconfiguring (Figure 7.3). 

This research found that incremental change was more effective in the long run 

compared with ad hoc organisational wide transformation. Consequently, 

‘reconfiguration’, a term used by Teece et al. (1997), was a more appropriate term 

for this research than the term ‘transformation’. Transformational change as 

understood by change practitioners is “systemic and revolutionary because the entire 

nature of the organisation is altered fundamentally” (Waddell et al. 2017, p. 323).  As 

the cogwheels relating to environmental change never stop turning, the whole system 
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needs to revolve in sync in order to align with the environmental forces. Large 

transformation of the system might require big changes.  

Chapter 5 illustrated specific examples of how the University had reconfigured its 

resources. Among these were curriculum reform, a recruitment campaign and 

campus management. However, the main key reconfiguring initiatives were focused 

upon the sequence of change management initiatives presented in Chapter 6. The 

findings suggested the University’s change management initiatives involved a 

sequence of restructures that increased internal turbulence. This was supported by 

Girod and Whittington’s (2017) recent research which pointed out that within 

dynamic environments, appropriate organisational reconfigurations realised positive 

outcomes, while restructuring can lead to negative outcomes. Indeed, changes 

observed at the University could be classified as restructuring i.e. changes to 

organisational design principles (the introduction of a shared services model), 

reduced organisational levels (a new academic structure), the consequent 

centralisation of reporting lines and a modified career structure.  In dynamic 

environments, frequent reconfiguration can align with the smallness of the change. 

Rindova and Kotha (2001) have argued continuous morphing can be seen as an 

antecedent to developing DCs when competitive conditions shift.  From an 

evolutionary perspective, the purposeful and continuous morphing that DCs facilitate 

encourages learning and minimises organisational inertia (Fainshmidt et al. 2016).   

More generally, the CMDC model suggests that obtaining resources which promote 

strategic change through DCs required a substantial commitment of funding, 

organisational effort and time. This implied a need for incremental change and 

strategies involving a focused and long-term commitment to competence 

development. As it is difficult to reconfigure organisational processes, it can be 



 

Chapter 7: The Cogwheel Model of Dynamic Capabilities (CMDC) 253 

suggested that strategic change should occur incrementally while the cogwheels are 

in continual motion (at a slower speed) rather than larger transformation (at faster 

speed). 

 

7.3.3 Element 3 – A culture of change 

 

Figure 7.4 A culture of change 

The next element in the conceptual model is a culture of change (Figure 7.4). Prior 

research about organisational culture and DCs was outlined in Chapter 2 (Barney 

1986a; Kotter 1998; Schein 2010; Simon, Renoux & Stockport 2014; Zollo & Winter 

2002). Feedback from change practitioners (PwC 2013) and responses in this study 

suggested culture was an important factor in organisational performance. An 

organisation’s culture must align with its changing environment and chosen strategy 

(Beer 2013; Deal & Kennedy 1999; Schilke, Hu & Helfat 2018). 

A culture of continuous change is depicted within the model as a tin can pouring 

drops of lubricant which in turn helps to smooth the movement of each of the 
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cogwheels. This is important for minimising friction between the cogwheels and for 

maintaining harmonization across the many parts of the system. This element is 

located in the centre of the model given its central importance for synchronisation.  

The CMDC suggests DCs need to be continuously nurtured if organisations are to 

effectively respond to changes within their environment. This aspect of the CMDC 

illustrates that culture can help DCs in maintaining evolutionary fitness. It also 

requires a need to cultivate a culture of continuous change. Without having a 

lubricant, the cogwheels may not function properly. This is reflected in the fact that 

the lack of a sufficiently flexible culture of change may undermine an organisations’ 

capacity for change. As an Executive highlighted: 

I think it would be culture change, so that’s probably the most difficult thing 

to achieve out of… you can re-structure, structure is not the same as culture, 

you can think about functions in a way that’s really structural and helpful, 

we can think about efficiencies, we can think about effectiveness, but 

actually cultural is the underpinning element of all of this, because it’s all 

about people. 

An organisation’s culture can be both an advantage and a disadvantage. As 

emphasized within Chapter 4, universities are typically resistant to change as well as 

slow to adapt to changing competitive circumstances. This has negative 

consequences such as likely change resistance, missed opportunities and perhaps 

high staff turnover. An Executive member emphasized:  

Universities, traditionally, and this one is no different, are very slow. 

Academics are inaptly conservative and will resist change, unless the case 

for change is made with well-developed evidence, is my experience. And it’s 

got to be argued, and it’s got to be argued directly. 
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As pointed out in Chapter 4, leaders need to be acutely aware of when the extent to 

which the perception and reality of change becomes negatively excessive. Change 

fatigue, commonly identified as a reflection about the extent of internal turbulence 

happening, showed perhaps the lack of an appropriate culture of change at the 

University investigated. Indeed, Teece (2013) pointed out that a departure from 

routines increased anxiety unless the organisation’s culture was accepting of the 

change. CMDC illustrates that the appropriate remedy could be represented as the 

correct application of a lubricant. This same analogy can used in the discussion of a 

lubricant’s ability to remove blind spots as discussed earlier in this Chapter. 

The results presented in Chapter 6 showed that without the right culture, change 

initiatives can be difficult to implement. Change generates energy and energy creates 

heat and without an appropriate lubricant, the cogwheels may not function well. 

Importantly, many respondents noted a shift in societal values and political 

ideologies toward commercialisation and corporatism, arguing that the unique 

characteristics of the ‘university model’ deeply embedded in the organisation’s 

culture (e.g. academic freedom and collegial decision-making) was being 

marginalised. In contrast, the CMDC proposes a culture can help minimise the 

strategic inertia observed by respondents that impacted on sensing, seizing and 

reconfiguration. An appropriate culture will likely reduce the negative perceptions of 

change and, most importantly, focus staff efforts to proactively challenge the status 

quo for the betterment of the organisation.  

Additionally, culture’s ability to be a source of SCA depends on the extent to which 

it fits with the external environment (Schein 1984; Mazzarol & Soutar 1999). As the 

external environment is changing dynamically, the organisational culture, while 
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firmly embedded within an organisation, needs to be flexible and encourage 

innovation and change. This led to the use of a picture of drops of a lubricant as a 

symbol of a culture of continuous change that constantly helps to turn the cogwheels. 

 

7.3.4 Element 4 - Evolutionary fitness 

 

Figure 7.5 Evolutionary fitness 

The next element in the model is evolutionary fitness (Figure 7.5). As an important 

part of CMDC, evolutionary fitness describes the degree to which “a dynamic 

capability enables an organization to make a living by creating, extending, or 

modifying its resource base” (Helfat et al. 2007, p. 7). By including this within the 

model, the CMDC highlights that an important characteristic of universities is their 

focus upon the long-run. As previously highlighted, traditionally slow to change, 

universities and other public sector institutions need to have a long-term strategic 

focus, yet be able to dynamically adapt to changing contexts. Given the rapidly 

changing environment emphasised in this thesis, they must find innovative ways of 
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moving forward if they are to remain competitive. Their strategic orientation must 

continually evolve. This element depicts Teece’s (2017, p. 94) suggestion that a 

university campus leaders should prioritise long-term evolutionary fitness over short-

term efficiency. Indeed, one Executive perceptively described this as a metaphor of a 

limbo athlete:  

You want to be the young, live limbo athlete, who is quite flexible and then 

you can change him to respond to the external pressures, rather than being 

this sort of arthritic patient, for whom every change and movement is painful 

and difficult. 

Wilden et al. (2016) interestingly discussed the role of evolutionary fitness in 

achieving organisational survival and growth. Helfat et al. (2007), by contrast, 

viewed evolutionary fitness as a yardstick for measuring the performance of DCs, 

invoking a common managerial distinction between ‘doing the right things’ 

(evolutionary fitness) and ‘doing things right’ (technical fitness). With CMCD, 

evolutionary fitness is shown as a cogwheel positioned close to sensing, seizing and 

reconfiguring on one side and SCA on the other. This positioning is meant to 

illustrate that evolutionary fitness measures the performance of DCs and supports the 

building of a SCA. Alternatively, insufficient evolutionary fitness can reduce a 

university’s attractiveness to students, future staff, potential donors and other 

stakeholders. This, in turn, can negatively impact upon SCA.   

The findings analysed in Chapter 6 showed the University had pursued technical 

fitness (operational effectiveness and a strong focus on financial control) in its quest 

for renewal.  However, more effort was needed to achieve evolutionary fitness. 

These efforts should be supported by pivotal DCs in the anticipation of changing 

circumstances and adaptation. 
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7.3.5 Element 5 - Sustainable competitive advantage 

 
Figure 7.6 Sustainable competitive advantages 

The fifth element of the model presents SCA as another cogwheel (Figure 7.6). 

Importantly, this element is in continual motion indicating SCA is never static but 

rather a moving target whose trajectory depends upon both context and strategy. The 

model implies that an organisation’s SCA is subject to pressures and environmental 

turbulence and is supported by evolutionary fitness, a culture of change and DCs. As 

such, the CMDC highlights the link between SCA and DCs.   

The model proposes an organisation’s ability to adapt, reconfigure and innovate in 

changing markets and its evolutionary fitness supported by a culture of continuous 

change, are central to achieving SCA. Importantly, all of the model’s elements must 

be aligned appropriately and work together to achieve SCA. Accepted here is the 

strong connection between DCs and SCA. The DCs framework sees SCA in 

integration; adaptation and reconfiguration of skills, resources and competencies in a 

dynamic environment (refer to section 2.6.3).  
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In seizing opportunities, leaders should look at internal sources of SCA. As Teece 

(2017, p. 96) noted, since “few can be good at everything, a university should focus 

resources on its strengths”. One of the sources of SCA identified in this study 

(Chapter 6.4) was the University’s people (academically well-regarded staff, students 

and alumni). In drawing on its strengths, leaders should seize the opportunities 

presented by talented staff and try to ensure their well-being and continued 

commitment and loyalty. However, this study found that some talent within the 

University had not been used to its full potential. Some highly cited researchers and 

teaching stars had left the institution. High turnover at the Executive level also 

perhaps signalled some issues. As one Executive observed there were pros and cons: 

Oh, competitive advantage is absolutely talented people, who work in it, you 

know, and their commitment. People who work in universities work miles 

more than what they are required to do by any award and they are really 

switched on, enormous force, that’s what the competitive advantage is in the 

University, because people want to be here and they want to work towards 

the direction that you want to work. That requires a great deal of support 

from staff, so the competitive advantage can easily become competitive 

disadvantage if the Executive of the University loses the support of their 

staff. 

Furthermore, an Executive remarked that being able to clearly identify the 

University’s DCs would lead to a better strategic positioning in the market. The 

CMDC model provides a framework for such strategies. However, in order to deploy 

such strategies, organisations needed to firstly identify their DCs including which 

ones they intended to build. This required, for instance, attention by human resource 

development to recruit and retain high quality academic and professional staff. Once 
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the institution has identified its DCs and sources of SCA, it will be better able to 

position itself in the market. How well it sustains this competitiveness is likely to 

depend on its ability to sense, seize and reconfigure. Finally, the University needs to 

focus on promoting a culture of continuous change and invest in its DCs. A culture 

of complacency and being just reactive will likely erode SCA.   

The next part of this Chapter will now consider relationships across the elements.  

7.3.6 Relationships across the elements 

The visualisation of well lubricated cogwheels highlights the importance of strategic 

alignment and the many interrelationships across the elements. No element should 

move separately as an organisation cannot be deficient in one element without 

negatively impacting other ones. Thus, every part of the organisation has to adapt 

continuously. Alignment is important to ensure the cogwheels work together in the 

same direction. When the cogwheels work in this way, the speed of turning is more 

predictable, controllable and frictionless. Consequently, the whole organisation is 

better managed and steered clearly into the future. 

Just like a number of cogwheels operating in tandem, a university is a complex 

system of interdependent parts. Faculties, schools and centres are not isolated entities 

and resources flow between them directly and indirectly. Ensuring alignment across 

all those elements requires prioritisation of an endless stream of conflicting demands. 

It can be suggested CMDC can help when considering the many trade-offs when 

having to make important strategic decisions. 

The model adopts the perspective that changes in the external and internal 

environments interact and compound upon each other, and therefore fuel the 

turbulence that impacts upon the entire organisation.  In order to respond to such 
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turbulence, organisations need to effectively develop and deploy their sensing, 

seizing and reconfiguring capabilities, which always have to work in tandem and 

alignment. This was highlighted by respondents while discussing data collection 

(section 5.4.3). While data collection was perceived as strength of the university, 

using the data to better seek out and seize new opportunities was seen as weaknesses.  

CMDC further argues that a culture of continuous change can act like drops of a 

lubricant, i.e. supporting the organisation’s functions, reducing friction and 

synchronising the entire system. The importance of culture was emphasized by 

positioning it within the centre of the model. This highlights its central role in 

supporting not only the cogwheel representing SCA, but all the other cogwheels as 

well. 

Additionally, CMDC suggests evolutionary fitness must be continually maintained to 

achieve SCA. This is especially important as universities generally have a long-term 

strategic orientation. Without evolutionary fitness, an organisation such as a 

university may eventually lose the basis of its SCA. The SCA is not a fixed target but 

should be continually crafted as the context changes.  

7.4 THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTIONS 

This study’s main theoretical contribution has been to visualise and present DC as a 

metaphor of well-lubricated cogwheels. This approach has attempted to illustrate the 

dynamic process of DCs which has been rarely considered and captured within other 

DC models and frameworks. CMDC was developed in the attempt to fill this 

important research gap. Consequently, it is argued that this study has made a 

significant contribution to the existing body of knowledge.  
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The CMDC provided a better understanding of the complexity and dynamism 

surrounding the DC process. By applying the framework within a public university 

context, the model provided insights into the DC approach for strategy within the 

public sector and more specifically, within the unique environment of a particular 

university. This model has the potential to help university leaders in developing 

strategies in rapidly changing environments, as the primary and secondary data 

suggested deficit of such tools in current practice.  In particular it highlights the fact 

that internal changes are occurring much more frequently in universities, but their 

importance had been underplayed. This may pose a serious challenge for the 

leadership, as the model depicts the internal and external environment are 

intertwined. The forces operating on universities had become more complex and 

uncertain, implying that the more traditional practices of managing academia will 

become inappropriate as the force of turbulence continues.   

Just like a cogwheel a university is a system of interdependent parts which needed to 

be aligned to function effectively. CMDS proposes that through focusing on 

orchestration of sensing, seizing and reconfiguring, a university can close-the-loop in 

the value creation process. However, universities are typically resistant to change and 

slow to adapt to changing competitive environments As many respondents 

commented a shift towards commercialisation of academia, the unique characteristics 

of the “university model’ were being marginalised. In this context CMDS suggest the 

culture of continuous change can help minimise the strategic inertia.  

CMDC highlights the important characteristic of universities in their focus upon the 

long-run. Evolutionary fitness is required: long-term strategies combined with the 

ability to dynamically adapt to changing contexts.  Continuous morphism rather than 

restructuring should be considered by the change managers in the tertiary sector as it 
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implies a need for incremental change and strategies involving focus on long term 

commitment. 

This study has also contributed to the academic literature through highlighting the 

‘compounding effect’ of turbulences within the internal and external environments. 

Furthermore, through identifying and managing the blind spots that could negatively 

impact upon the DC process. In summary, CMDC emphasises the many 

interrelationships across the model and the cogwheels operating in tandem. 

Having now presented the model, the rationale behind it and its contribution to the 

existing body of knowledge; the next Chapter focuses on the practical applications of 

the model for university leaders as well as other leaders from other sectors. 
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Chapter 8: Practical Contributions, 
Conclusions and Areas for 
Further Research 

8.1 INTRODUCTION 

This Chapter firstly outlines some practical applications about how the Cogwheel 

Model of Dynamic Capabilities (CMDC) presented in Chapter 7 might be 

operationalised for managerial use. These applications should be useful to university 

leaders and other practitioners concerned with strategic renewal, adaptation and 

growth. This analysis specifically links to research aim 5, namely: 

In addition to its theoretical contribution, the study will develop a set of 

practical recommendations that can be used to build a strategy around DCs. 

This study proposes a means by which managers can adapt to a turbulent 

environment and discusses how organisations might build DCs within a higher 

education context. Traditionally, such strategies have been seen as more pertinent to 

organisations in the private sector.  However, DCs have the potential to assist public 

sector managers trying to build a SCA (Piening 2011). The discussion in this Chapter 

is grouped into two parts: firstly, general lessons learnt are considered (section 8.1); 

secondly, more specific practical applications are put forward around organising a 

Strategy Workshop which has a focus upon DCs (section 8.3). The Chapter then 

concludes the thesis with an overall summary about contributions, limitations and 

areas for further research. 
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8.2 GENERAL LESSONS LEARNT 

Change management, which involves a process of reconfiguring resources, was a 

particular focus of this study. Consequently, it is intended that some general lessons 

learnt might be useful to leaders undertaking similar change management initiatives. 

These included: 

1. Leaders should appreciate that DCs are an effective way to develop 

strategy. They might even be considered as the starting point of strategy. 

2. Change leaders need to appreciate that the use of DCs to develop strategy is 

both a dynamic and never ending process. This is illustrated by the CMDC. 

This dynamic model can be used to explain the complex and 

multidimensional nature of DCs and help provide guidance when 

developing strategy within a turbulent environment. 

3. Organisations need to continually monitor their external environment 

(locally, nationally and internationally) and consider any implications for 

their organisation. Thus, they must constantly question the business 

assumptions upon which their strategy has been built. 

4. Leaders need to ensure that the internal changes taking place within their 

organisation do not negatively impact or compound external environmental 

turbulence. For example, an organisation must have clear strategic goals 

about how it should manage its human resources efficiently and effectively. 

Any job hiring or retrenchment strategies might usefully be analysed 

through adopting a DC approach. 

5. Organisations need to specifically define and articulate which DCs they 

have and which ones they need to build. This needs to be clearly 

communicated throughout the organisation so that strategies across the 

organisation can be well understood and aligned. DCs can be determined 

through better: 
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Sensing:  

• Organisations need to implement systems and processes about how to 

better interpret the changing environmental landscape and identify which 

DCs are ‘surfacing’. 

• Organisations need to proactively eradicate blind spots through a clearly 

developed and communicated Strategic Plan, which helps to encourage a 

culture of openness about the external environment.  

• Organisational level sensing has to support sensing at an individual level. 

For example, a university’s management needs to coordinate approaches to 

international strategy, industry engagement and philanthropy. Staff should 

be encouraged to attend appropriate conferences and other events to help 

find out about latest trends, opportunities and threats. Findings and lessons 

learnt from attending such events need to be quickly shared across the 

organisation. 

Seizing:  

• Organisations’ decision-making processes need to be aligned with 

opportunities and threats as they arise. This involves the timely 

implementation and efficient execution of the chosen most appropriate 

initiatives. Alongside a committee approach to decision-making, 

organisations could establish a Rapid Response Team that provides quick 

decision-making in key priority strategy areas that require DC. This team 

should have the authority to make decisions across organisational 

boundaries and it should comprise persons with a rich blend of global 

experiences and achievements within academia. 
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• Organisations should look for some quick small wins around DC. This 

might happen through academics’ virtual networks. 

Reconfiguring: 

• Building upon the previous point, the CMDC model suggests in 

dynamically shifting environments, incremental changes are more 

effective than large scale restructuring. Therefore, change management 

initiatives should be frequent and smaller scale. Such changes need to be 

supported by the development of a continuous culture of change.  

• A culture based upon sharing, learning and building for the future needs to 

be nurtured throughout the organisation. 

• Leaders need to appreciate that sensing, seizing and reconfiguring are 

mutually reinforcing. Once an opportunity is sensed, it needs to be seized 

and resources reconfigured accordingly. These three phases need to be 

intertwined. It is not one or the other. 

The next part of this Chapter more specifically discusses DCs through strategic 

planning including a strategy workshop which was designed for this purpose. 

 

8.3 BUILDING DCS THROUGH STRATEGIC PLANNING 

This section presents a way to operationalise the CMDC model through a three-day 

Senior Executive Strategy Workshop and the subsequent outline of a One Page 

Strategic Plan. 
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8.3.1 The Executive Strategy Workshop 

An overview, goals and outcomes together with a detailed agenda for a three-day 

Senior Executive Strategy Workshop for a university, are presented in Table 8.1 and 

8.2. These examples might also be customised for organisations operating in 

different sectors.  
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Table 8.1The workshop structure 

A THREE DAY SENIOR EXECUTIVE STRATEGY WORKSHOP 

ATTENDEES 

25-30 participants: Senior Executives, Deans, Heads of Centres, Heads of SDCs, 

Disciplines Chairs, Directors and other selected persons (based on their strategic role 

within the University). 

GOALS 

To improve the ability of the participants to think and plan strategically and make 

strategy happen through using a Dynamic Capabilities (DCs) Framework. 

LEARNING OUTCOMES 

DAY 1 

1. To analyse and assess how the University is currently performing using targeted 

KPIs as well as to analyse its performance over time (past and future). 

2. To define the term DCs from a University perspective. 

3. To identify and evaluate what DCs the University currently has. Assess how 

important these are for the University’s current and future success. 

4. To evaluate the external environmental turbulence the University is currently 

facing and will likely face in the future. 

5. To assess the internal environmental turbulence the University is currently going 

through and assess how well this is being managed. Assess whether this is being 

effectively aligned with the external environmental turbulence.  
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A THREE DAY SENIOR EXECUTIVE STRATEGY WORKSHOP 

DAY 2 

6. To analyse sensing, seizing and reconfiguring in the University context. 

7. To identify how the University is currently sensing for DCs at different 

organisational levels and propose what it might do differently in the future. 

8. To assess how well the University is currently seizing opportunities and 

recommend how this could be improved.  

9. To evaluate how well the University is currently reconfiguring its resources and 

what it could do better/differently in the future. Consider what new/different 

ways might it use to reconfigure its resources. 

10. To recommend which DCs the University needs to focus upon and build for the 

future. 

DAY 3 

11. To identify how a University might better build its evolutionary fitness i.e. its 

abilities to make incremental and adaptive changes over time around the creation 

of DCs. 

12. To identify what cultural values are important for the University to keep as well 

as build over time, specifically for a strategy based on DCs. 

13. Assess what is meant by building a sustainable competitive advantage for a 

University. Consider how this links to choosing particular KPIs and linking them 

to the development of DCs. 

14. To draft a One Page Strategic Plan based on DCs by pulling together all the 

preceding discussion and analysis.  

15. Discuss any other aspects of DCs the participants wish to consider. 
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Clearly, this workshop would require much time and resource commitment from the 

Executive Team. Using an outside venue will probably be appropriate for minimising 

potential distraction. A three (rather than two) day workshop was believed to be of an 

appropriate duration considering the nature of DC and their potential impact upon the 

organisation’s strategy and direction. The structure of the workshop was developed 

to help ensure the adequate time is spent on: building foundations for the strategy 

(Day 1); identifying and analysing DCs (Day 2); and creating a tangible outcome in 

form of One Page Strategic Plan (Day 3 and afterwards). The agenda was intended to 

provide sufficient time for interactive group and plenary discussion as well as 

provide networking opportunities for persons across the organisation. It is 

recommended the selection of the attendees should include the key decision makers 

from across the organisation who will have a rich blend of experience and 

responsibility for developing strategy and implementing change. 
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Table 8.2 The workshop agenda 

DAY 1 THEME: DCs – BUILDING A FOUNDATION 
 

TIME 
 

TOPIC PRESENTER 

9.00-9.30am • Welcome and introductions 

• Goals and outcomes 

• Day 1 learning outcomes (1-5) 

VC  
Facilitator 

9.30-10.45am • University’s performance and KPIs VC 
DVC (Research) 
DVC (Education) 
DVC (Community) 
Plenary discussion 

 
10.45-11.00am 

 

 
MORNING TEA 

 

11.00-11.30am • Defining DCs Facilitator 
Groups 
Plenary discussion 

11.30-12.45pm • Identifying current DCs Groups  
Plenary discussion 

12.45-1.00pm • Brief summary of the morning 
session 

Facilitator  

1.00-2.00pm 

 

NETWORKING LUNCH  

2.00-3.30pm • External environment analysis DVC (Community) 
Groups 
Plenary discussion 

3.30-3.45pm AFTERNOON TEA  

3.45-5.00pm • Internal environment analysis 

 

SDVC 
Executive Director 
of Corporate Service 

5.00-5.15pm • Brief summary of Day 1 Facilitator 
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DAY 2 THEME: DCs – SENSING, SEIZING AND RECONFIGURING 

TIME TOPIC PRESENTER 

9.00-9.15am • Brief recap of Day 1 

• Day 2 learning outcomes (6-10) 

Facilitator 

9.15-10.45am • Sensing – analysis of current ways of 
sensing 

• Identification of new ways of sensing 

DVC (Research) 
Groups  
Plenary discussion  

10.45-11.00am MORNING TEA  

11.00-12.45pm • Seizing  – analysis of current ways of 
seizing 

• Identification of new ways of seizing 

DVC (Education) 
Groups  
Plenary discussion 

12.45-1.00pm • Brief summary of the morning session Facilitator 

1.00-2.00pm NETWORKING LUNCH  

2.00-3.45pm • Reconfiguring  – analysis of current 
ways of reconfiguring 

• Identification of new ways of 
reconfiguring 

DVC (Community) 
Groups  
Plenary discussion 

3.45-4.00pm AFTERNOON TEA  

4.00-5.00pm • Aligning sensing, seizing and 
reconfiguring 

VC and SDVC 
Groups  
Plenary discussion 

5.00-5.15pm • Brief summary of Day 2 

 

Facilitator 
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DAY 3 THEME: DCs – BUILDING THE FUTURE 

TIME 

 

TOPIC PRESENTER 

9.00-9.15am • Brief recap of Day 1 and Day 2 

• Day 3 learning outcomes (11-15) 

Facilitator 

9.15-10.45am • Evolutionary fitness  

• Incremental and adaptive change 
management 

Facilitator 
Groups 
Plenary discussion 

10.45-11.00am MORNING TEA  

11.00-12.45pm • Building a culture for the future Facilitator 
Groups 
Plenary discussion 

12.45-1.00pm • Brief summary of the morning session Facilitator 

1.00-2.00pm NETWORKING LUNCH  

2.00-3.30pm • Building SCA 

• KPIs and implications for DCs 

VC 
DVC (Research) 
DVC (Education) 
DVC (Community) 
Plenary discussion 

3.30-3.45pm AFTERNOON TEA  

3.45-5.00pm • Building a Strategic Plan based on 
DCs 

• Pulling together the elements of the 
One Page Strategic Plan 

Facilitator 
Groups 
Plenary discussion 

5.00-5.30pm • Where to from now? 

• What? How? Who? When?  

• How to measure DCs 

Facilitator 

Plenary discussion 

5.30-5.35pm • Close with a big ‘thank you’! VC and Facilitator 
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8.3.2 One Page Strategic Plan Outline 

As suggested in the Workshop Agenda, Day 3 would conclude with a draft outline of 

a One Page Strategic Plan. As noted by Mintzberg (1987) strategies should be 

carefully crafted. An example of such One Page framework has been put forward by 

Harnish (2002) and this is a very practical framework. He argues that strategies 

should be kept simple (1% vision and 99% alignment), otherwise they may become 

stifled with unclear and contradictory statements about things like direction, position 

and accountability.  

Furthermore, to become and stay competitive organisations need a framework by 

which to: identify and support the company strategy; a common language to express 

that strategy; and a routine of using this framework and language to continually 

evaluate the strategic process. Figure 8.1 illustrates the strategic framework or the 

Planning Pyramid developed by Harnish.  The pyramid conveys how the vision 

elements: core values, purpose, targets, goals, actions and schedules align to help 

establish a common strategic language. 

 

Figure 8.1 Strategic Planning Pyramid 

Note: From Mastering the Rockefeller Habits (Harnish 2002, p. 31) 
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Based on Harnish’s framework, a preliminary outline for a One Page Strategic Plan 

was developed (see Appendix N). It starts with core values or defining 

characteristics, forming the base upon which the rest of the Plan is shaped. Core 

values, purpose, culture and blind spots were grouped together on the One Page 

Strategic Plan for many reasons. For example, core values should be identified 

within the culture and blind spots can be eliminated through cultural awareness. 

Espoused values i.e. those sanctioned through formal documents (Bourne & Jenkins 

2013) have an important role in representing the organisational intent and encourage 

certain behaviour from employees (Bourne, Jenkins & Parry 2017).  

The Targets part of the plan outlines where the organisation wants to be in 3-5 years. 

The outline presented in Appendix N specifies the three key pillars of academia: 

research, teaching and community engagement. However, these pillars could be 

easily replaced by other organisations’ in other sectors core areas. Importantly, this 

outline highlights the role of DCs (sensing, seizing and reconfiguring) in strategic 

planning. Leaders need to be able to define and articulate DCs from the 

organisation’s perspective and link them with the sources of SCA (Chapter 6.4). By 

positioning SCA in close proximity to KPIs and DCs this document highlights the 

important relationship across the three (7.3.6). The development of DCs should be 

linked to budgets and have precise and quantifiable KPIs. Additionally, organisations 

need to continually monitor their external and internal environments and consider the 

implications for their KPIs. In particular, the decisions about key initiatives should 

be closely tied with environmental changes. It is important that the strategy has some 

necessary accountability. This is the: who and how parts of strategy, where the 

leaders specify which person(s) would be accountable for following through on 
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specific actions in order to make the strategy happen. Harnish (2002) emphasises that 

it is accountability not responsibility which is important. 

Just taking one example, student mentoring was chosen to illustrate a theme that such 

a Plan should include. It was considered important as one of the strategies to address 

the falling student’s satisfaction year on year at the University studied. This 

important issue was discussed in the thesis as an indicator of changes happening 

within the University. Student mentoring was also mentioned as an example of 

reconfiguring resources (5.6.1). The celebration of small wins is important to be 

included within the plan as an integral part of the continual culture of change.  

Once the draft One Page Strategic Plan has been formulated at the workshop, it needs 

be communicated and rolled-out across the organisation. This should be done 

through using every available internal and external communication channel possible. 

Members of the Executive Team should be responsible for initiating and 

championing the plan and be visibly active in promoting the strategy based upon DC. 

Staff meetings, Town Hall presentations, newsletters, departmental media, intranet 

and websites, as well external events should be used to help convey the new strategy 

and ask for input and suggestions. This might help to create a sense of urgency as 

well as buy-in and ownership (Kotter 1996).  

8.4  CONTRIBUTIONS, LIMITATIONS AND FURTHER RESEARCH 

This research has focused upon DCs in a dynamically changing context. It attempted 

to answer the call to examine DCs in the public sector, as prior research has typically 

focused on the private sector and ‘dynamic’ industries (Easterby-Smith et al. 2009). 

Unfortunately, universities have received relatively little attention. Consequently, 

this research attempted to fill this important gap. In turbulent environments, 
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organisations need guidance to help navigate through their strategic challenges and 

threats and this study shows that the CMDC model can help.  

The main theoretical contribution of this study was the development of the CMDC. 

This model was based upon the analysis of the development of DCs within a 

university context over a period of time. By using a metaphor of cogwheels in 

motion, this model attempts to capture the dynamism inherent within DCs, which has 

rarely been investigated.  

Developing a SCA in any organisation requires its leaders to adopt innovative 

strategies. The CMDC model provides a framework for developing such strategies, 

which can be used across a range of strategic situations and contexts. Namely: 

1. The model captures the complexity and dynamic nature of DCs in times of 

turbulent change. The model can be used to help consider and prioritise the 

trade-offs among conflicting and competing demands.  

2. A cogwheels metaphor approach can figuratively present all the essential 

elements which need to be considered about DCs.  

3. The model shows how any organisation’s abilities to adapt, reconfigure and 

innovate in changing markets and its evolutionary fitness must be 

supported by a culture of continuous change. 

The practical contribution of this study encompasses using the model to present some 

general lessons learnt for leaders as well as more specific recommendations about 

DCs through using a Strategy Workshop to help facilitate the building of a One Page 

Strategic Plan.  

This research focused on the area, which according to the extant literature, is 

nebulous and developed a model than have practical applications. Although the DCs’ 

framework was developed within a tertiary education institution, given its generic 
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nature and modular structure, it can be suggested it might be applicable across many 

private, public and not-for-profit organisations.  

One of the limitations of this study was potential bias, as the researcher was a student 

and also an employee of the organisation studied. The following approaches were 

used to help mitigate against the potential of research bias: 

1. One-on-one interviews and focus groups included respondents from 

different levels and parts of the organisation. These were tape recorded 

(with permission) and data were presented verbatim. 

2. Two qualitative software packages (NVivo and Leximancer) were used in 

the coding stage to provide rich detail (Wilk, Soutar & Harrigan, in press).  

3. A triangulation approach was used which constantly compared the 

secondary data with the primary data findings. 

4. A case protocol was established guided by the study’s research questions. 

The semi-structured interviews allowed the researcher to rely on the 

interview protocol which helped to minimise potential bias. Most 

importantly, being an employee of the University helped use a participant-

as-observer approach for the data collection which consequently enabled an 

in-depth analysis of the change taking place at the university over a process 

of time. This was critically important for helping to develop a dynamic 

model. Additionally, the researcher’s personal networks within the 

organisation enabled high-level decision-makers to be involved, which 

otherwise might have not been the case. 

This study has attempted to answer the call to better understand individual 

universities so as to obtain insights about DCs within this sector (Leih & Teece 

2016). As this research used an in-depth study of one university, it must be pointed 

out that the findings may not be widely generalizable. However, the broader 

discussion about the Australian university sector found that most universities were 
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facing similar a similar context of threats and opportunities. It is, therefore, hoped the 

results have applicability across the tertiary sector in Australia as well as globally. 

This could be the focus for further research. 

Further research might include a study of a much wider range of universities across 

Australia and globally. This might help determine if one or more elements of the 

DCs model were more important than others and if such differences were based on 

national cultural or geographical factors. A comparison between universities based in 

the US, Europe and Australia with universities operating in the emerging markets of 

China and India might prove particularly insightful. 

Other areas of further research might specifically focus on the relationship between 

specific DCs and sources of SCA. Consequently, a more quantitative research design 

might be adopted. This might consequently help to better understand how complex 

organisations are developing new disruptive business models while navigating 

through the environmental turbulence. Clearly, there are many interesting avenues 

for further research about universities and DCs. In conclusion, this research is a small 

step along a long journey of potential discovery about this strategically important 

research topic that warrants considerable further investigation and understanding.
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Appendices  

Appendix A: Examples of questions used in previous doctoral 
studies 

Study 

Aim 

Source Questions 

1 Wong 2014 Would you consider that there are other firms competing 
for the business on a similar or equivalent basis? 
How difficult it would be for your competitors to catch up, 
imitate or emulate your value proposition, resources and 
capabilities? 
How difficult would it be to stay on the leading edge and 
maintain your firm’s competitive position? 
Do you consider your company offers a better value 
proposition than that of the competition?  
What new business models do you see emerging in your 
industry? Is the basis for competition changing? 
Where are new and disruptive business models coming 
from? From within your industry or from new 
players/other industries? 
What is the degree of change and innovation in your 
industry? What can you learn from successful business 
model innovation either in your industry or outside? 

 Renoux  2014 How do companies within the Australian retail industry 
typically scan the environment for opportunities and 
threats? 
What are the current challenges that are having the most 
significant impact upon the performance of the Australian 
retail industry? 

 Miller & Friesen 1982 Does the organisation often change its marketing practices 
to keep up with the market and competitors? 

What is the rate at which products/services are getting 
obsolete in the sector? (Every five years, every year, less 
than a year?) 

How predictable are the competitors’ actions? 

How big is threat to the survival of our organisation? 

Are we diversified? 

Do we cater to the same target market? 
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2 Gupta 2012 What are the barriers and enablers in cross-site transfer 
and application of (XXX)? 

Wong 2014 How would you describe the key elements that compose 
your firm’s value proposition (in the 90s, 2000s and 
2010s)? 
Do you understand—and leverage—your unique 
capabilities and assets? What capabilities and processes do 
you have in place to develop, maintain, evaluate and 
terminate external collaborations for innovation?   
Thinking of the key processes and assets that your 
company deploys over time to perform its business, how 
would you describe your company’s operational 
capabilities that match its operational processes and 
assets? 

Hitchcock 2012 How would you describe this distinctive capability?  

3 Wong 2014 Does your company have a plan for identifying potential 
business models, implementing them and embedding 
business model innovation capabilities within the 
organisation? 
What would your company need to change in the 
organisation and operations to implement a new business 
model? 
Considering the intellectual capital and knowledge-based 
experience and/or resources at your company, how would 
you list describe the key areas that are crucial to the firm’s 
success (in the 90s, 2000s and 2010s)? 
Following from above, please share with us your 
assessment of how these key knowledge management 
capabilities and resources can be reconfigured over time? 

Hitchcock 2012 How does the ability to (XXX) develop? 
Are there any prerequisites that must be complete before 
this ability emerges? 
What motivated you or may motivate others to (XXX) and 
develop in this direction?  
Is there a process involved with how this capability comes 
about? 
What were the opportunities for you to apply this 
capability in order to get experience and improve? 
Are there any evident or observable indicators of the 
maturity of this capability?  
How are you attempting to identify dynamic capabilities? 
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4 Gupta 2012 

 

 

How do you track performance of your department?  
How do you measure performance of key processes in 
your department? What factors are important in this 
regard? 

Bartle 2010 What performance indicators do you use to determine 
success in our industry? 
Do you think that any dynamic capabilities mentioned 
(earlier) are relevant to these success factors? If yes, please 
elaborate on which specific dynamic capability is most 
related to success. 

Wong 2014 What is your assessment of your company’s 
competitiveness and competitive advantages (in the 90s, 
2000s and 2010s)? 

Hitchcock 
2012 

What benefits does (this capability) bring to a firm? 
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Appendix B: Executive Questionnaire 
Universities - Building a Sustainable Competitive Advantage through Identifying, 
Developing and Retaining Dynamic Capabilities 
 
INTRODUCTION: SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW - EXECUTIVE TEAM 
 
The purpose of this questionnaire is to investigate how a University might build a 
sustainable competitive advantage through identifying, developing and retaining its 
dynamic capabilities. It is anticipated this semi-structured interview will take around 45 
minutes. Your time and attention in taking part in this interview would be deeply 
appreciated. Thank you. 
 
Do you wish to receive any summary feedback? Please tick your response:  YES □ NO □ 
 
Important note: The data gathered from this questionnaire will be treated with strict 
confidentiality. It is intended this research will compile and present the findings from the 
semi-structured interviews in summary form without the name(s) of the respondent(s) or 
their specific job title(s). 
 
DEFINITION OF TERMS 
 
This research uses a number of specific terms. For the purposes of this research, these 
terms are defined as follows: 
 
Dynamic capability: an ability to integrate, build and re-configure internal and external 
competences to address rapidly changing environments (Teece, Pisano & Shuen, 1997). 
 
The dynamic capabilities approach is concerned with how firms identify opportunities, 
create new knowledge, disseminate it internally, embed it in new business models and/or 
new goods and services, and launch new products and services to the market. The 
framework by its nature involves understanding both technological and organisational 
change (Teece, 2013).  
 
Environment: the totality of physical and social factors that are taken directly into 
consideration in the decision-making behaviour of individuals in the organisation (Duncan, 
1972). 
 
Strategic inertia: the tendency for organisations to remain with the status quo and their 
resistance to strategic renewal outside the frame of their current strategy (Hopkins, 
Mallette & Hopkins, 2013). 
 
Sustainable competitive advantage: a firm (organisation) is said to have a sustained 
competitive advantage when it is implementing a value creating strategy not 
simultaneously being implemented by any current or potential competitors and when these 
other firms (organisations) are unable to duplicate the benefits of this strategy (Barney, 
1991).
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SECTION 1: Background  
 
Number of years worked at UWA:     ………………………………………………………… 
 
Previous experiences at other Universities: ................................................ 
 
SECTION 2:  Environmental Turbulence 
 
1. This research defines the external environment as factors that are from outside the 

organisation’s boundaries (examples include the Federal Government and State 
Government as well as competitors).  On a scale of 1-7, how would you characterise the 
external environment through which the University is currently operating? (Please 
circle your most appropriate response). 

 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 
  Not turbulent at all                                                                                       Extremely turbulent 

 
• What are the reason(s) for your choice? 

 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 

• Can you give some specific example(s) for your choice? 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 

2. This research defines the internal environment as factors considered in the decision-
making process within the boundaries of the organisation including a specific unit (an 
example could include a strategic decision taken by the University’s Executive Team). On 
a scale of 1-7, how would you characterise the internal environment through which the 
University is operating? (Please circle your most appropriate response). 

 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 
 Not turbulent at all                                                                                        Extremely turbulent  
 
 

•  What are the reason(s) for your choice? 
 
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 

• Can you give some specific example(s) for your choice? 
 
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

3. Do you think the University’s external environment will become increasingly turbulent 
in the future? Please tick your response: YES  □    NO  □ 

 
• What are the reason(s) for your answer? 

 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
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4. Do you think the University’s internal environment will become increasingly turbulent 
in the future? Please tick your response: YES  □    NO  □ 

 
• What are the reason(s) for your answer? 

 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 

5. On a scale of 1-7, how responsive do you think the University has been to changes 
within its external environment over say the past five years? (Please circle your most 
appropriate response). 

 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 
    Not responsive at all                                                                                Extremely responsive 

 
 

• What are the reason(s) for your choice? 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 

6. On a scale of 1-7, how responsive do you think the University has been to changes 
within its internal environment over say the past five years? (Please circle your most 
appropriate response). 

 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 
 Not responsive at all                                                                                    Extremely responsive 

 
 

• What are the reason(s) for your choice? 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 

7. In this regard, do you think the University has experienced and suffered from strategic 
inertia? If yes, where and how? 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

8. Do you have any other comments about the external and internal environment that 
you wish to add? 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

 
SECTION 3: Identifying Dynamic Capabilities 

 
9. Within this University’s context, can you think of any examples of dynamic capabilities? 

 
a) ………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

 
b) ………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
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c) ………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 

d) ………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 
e) ………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

 
• What are the reason(s) for your choices? 

 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 

• Can you rank these dynamic capabilities in terms of their strategic importance 
to the University? If yes, how? 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 

10. Are any of these dynamic capabilities specifically related to the University’s history 
including its culture? If yes, which one(s) and how?  
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

 
11. Do you have any other comments about identifying dynamic capabilities that you wish 

to add? 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

 
SECTION 4: Sensing, Seizing and Reconfiguring Dynamic Capabilities 
 
Sensing 
12. How does the University scan its external and internal environment in order to try and 

identify new opportunities? 
 

• Can you give some specific example(s)? 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 

13. Does the University have a specific unit/staff role(s) for scanning the external and 
internal environment for new opportunities?  
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 

• If yes, how do they typically communicate their findings to the University 
Executive Team for consideration? 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 

• What is the role played by the University Executive Team throughout the 
opportunity identification process? 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
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Seizing 
14. How often does the University review its income generating offerings in order to ensure 

they are meeting market demands? 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

15. What strategic decision-making process does the University use to help to seize upon  
new opportunities? 
 

• Can you give some specific example(s)? 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 

16. How effective do you think the University has been regarding seizing upon those 
opportunities that it considers strategically important for its future success? 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 

• How has the University chosen to focus upon specific opportunities? Why has it 
chosen not to focus on other opportunities? 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 

Reconfiguring 
17. What do you think is the basis of the University’s sustainable competitive advantage? 

 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

18. Can you give some specific example(s) about how University has reconfigured its 
dynamic capabilities in order to help build a sustainable competitive advantage? 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

19. How does the University retain knowledge about the coordination of its dynamic 
capabilities?  
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 

20. Do you have any other comments about sensing, seizing and reconfiguring dynamic 
capabilities that you wish to add? 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

 
SECTION 5: Measuring Performance 

 
21. What are the University’s most important KPIs? 

 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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• Are these measure(s) likely to change in the future? If yes, how? 
 
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

22. Does the University have one composite measure of success? If yes, what is it? 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 

23. Do the dynamic capabilities that you have previously identified link to specific 
performance measure(s)? If yes, where and how? 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 

24. Do you have any other comments about measuring performance that you wish to add? 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

 
SECTION 6: Managing Change 

 
25. Broadly, what have been the main process steps for managing change across the 

University since 2012? 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

26. Since 2012, the University has embarked on major transformational change across the 
whole organisation. Thus far, what specifically do you think has been managed well? 
What do you think could have been managed differently or better? 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

27. How effective do you think the Executive Team has been at managing change across 
the University? 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 

28. Has managing change been linked to the development of any specific dynamic 
capabilities?  

• If yes, which dynamic capabilities and how? 
 
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

29. Do you have any other comments about managing change that you wish to add? 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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SECTION 7: Other 
 

30. Do you have any other overall comments that you wish to add? 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
 

THANK YOU FOR YOUR PARTCIPATION IN THIS INTERVIEW! 
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Appendix C: Senior Manager Questionnaire 
Universities - Building a Sustainable Competitive Advantage through Identifying, 

Developing and Retaining Dynamic Capabilities 
 
INTRODUCTION: SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW – SENIOR MANAGERS 
 
The purpose of this questionnaire is to investigate how a University might build a 
sustainable competitive advantage through identifying, developing and retaining its 
dynamic capabilities. It is anticipated this semi-structured interview will take around 45 
minutes. Your time and attention in taking part in this interview would be deeply 
appreciated. Thank you. 
 
Do you wish to receive any summary feedback? Please tick your response:  YES □ NO □ 
 
Important note: The data gathered from this questionnaire will be treated with strict 
confidentiality. It is intended this research will compile and present the findings from the 
semi-structured interviews in summary form without the name(s) of the respondent(s) or 
their specific job title(s). 
 
DEFINITION OF TERMS 
 
This research uses a number of specific terms. For the purposes of this research, these 
terms are defined as follows: 
 
Dynamic capability: an ability to integrate, build and re-configure internal and external 
competences to address rapidly changing environments (Teece, Pisano & Shuen, 1997). 
 
The dynamic capabilities approach is concerned with how firms identify opportunities, 
create new knowledge, disseminate it internally, embed it in new business models and/or 
new goods and services, and launch new products and services to the market. The 
framework by its nature involves understanding both technological and organisational 
change (Teece, 2013).  
 
Environment: the totality of physical and social factors that are taken directly into 
consideration in the decision-making behaviour of individuals in the organisation (Duncan, 
1972). 
 
Strategic inertia: the tendency for organisations to remain with the status quo and their 
resistance to strategic renewal outside the frame of their current strategy (Hopkins, 
Mallette & Hopkins, 2013). 
 
Sustainable competitive advantage: a firm (organisation) is said to have a sustained 
competitive advantage when it is implementing a value creating strategy not 
simultaneously being implemented by any current or potential competitors and when these 
other firms (organisations) are unable to duplicate the benefits of this strategy (Barney, 
1991).
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SECTION 1: Background of Respondent 
 
Number of years worked at UWA: ………………………………………………… 
 
Previous experiences at other Universities: ...................................... 
 
SECTION 2:  Environmental Turbulence 
 
1. This research defines the external environment as factors that are from outside the 

organisation’s boundaries (examples include the Federal Government and State 
Government as well as competitors).  On a scale of 1-7, how would you characterise the 
external environment through which the University is currently operating? (Please 
circle your most appropriate response). 

 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 
  Not turbulent at all                                                                                       Extremely turbulent 

 
• What are the reason(s) for your choice? 

 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 

• Can you give some specific example(s) for your choice? 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 

2. This research defines the internal environment as factors considered in the decision-
making process within the boundaries of the organisation including a specific unit (an 
example could include a strategic decision taken by the University’s Executive Team). On 
a scale of 1-7, how would you characterise the internal environment through which the 
University is operating? (Please circle your most appropriate response). 

 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 
 Not turbulent at all                                                                                        Extremely turbulent  
 
 

•  What are the reason(s) for your choice? 
 
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 

• Can you give some specific example(s) for your choice? 
 
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

3. Do you think the University’s external environment will become increasingly turbulent 
in the future? Please tick your response: YES  □    NO  □ 

 
• What are the reason(s) for your answer? 

 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
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4. Do you think the University’s internal environment will become increasingly turbulent 
in the future? Please tick your response: YES  □    NO  □ 

 
• What are the reason(s) for your answer? 

 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 

5. On a scale of 1-7, how responsive do you think the University has been to changes 
within its external environment over say the past five years? (Please circle your most 
appropriate response). 

 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 
    Not responsive at all                                                                                Extremely responsive 

 
• What are the reason(s) for your choice? 

 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 

6. On a scale of 1-7, how responsive do you think the University has been to changes 
within its internal environment over say the past five years? (Please circle your most 
appropriate response). 

 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 
 Not responsive at all                                                                                    Extremely responsive 

 
• What are the reason(s) for your choice? 

 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 

7. In this regard, do you think the University has experienced and suffered from strategic 
inertia? If yes, where and how? 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

8. On a scale of 1-7, how responsive do you think your Faculty/School/Research Centre or 
similar has been to changes within its external environment over the past five years? 
(Please circle your most appropriate response). 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Not responsive at all                                                                                Extremely responsive 

• What are the reason(s) for your choice? 
 
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 

9. On a scale of 1-7, how responsive do you think your Faculty/School/Research Centre or 
similar has been to changes within its internal environment over the past five years? 
(Please circle your most appropriate response). 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Not responsive at all                                                                                Extremely responsive  
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• What are the reason(s) for your choice? 
 
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 

10. Do you have any other comments about the external and internal environment that 
you wish to add? 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

SECTION 3: Identifying Dynamic Capabilities 
 

11. Within this University’s context, including your Faculty, School, Research Centre or 
similar, what do you think are examples of dynamic capabilities? 
 

a) ………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 

b) ………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 

c) ………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 

d) ………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 
e) ………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

 
• What are the reason(s) for your choices? 

 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 

• Can you rank these dynamic capabilities in terms of their strategic importance 
to the University? If yes, how? 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 

12. Are any of these dynamic capabilities specifically related to the University’s history 
including its culture? If yes, which one(s) and how?  
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

 
13. Do you have any other comments about identifying dynamic capabilities that you wish 

to add? 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

 
SECTION 4: Sensing, Seizing and Reconfiguring Dynamic Capabilities 
 
Sensing 
14. How does the University, including your Faculty, School, Research Centre or similar, 

scan its external and internal environment in order to try and identify new 
opportunities? 
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• Can you give some specific example(s)? 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 

15. Does the University, including your Faculty, School, Research Centre or similar, have a 
specific unit/staff role(s) for scanning the external and internal environment for new 
opportunities?  
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 

• If yes, how do they typically communicate their findings to the University 
Executive Team for consideration? 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 

• What is the role played by the University Executive Team throughout the 
opportunity identification process? 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 

• What is the role played by the Senior Management throughout the opportunity 
identification process? 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 

Seizing 
16. How often does the University, including your Faculty, School, Research Centre or 

similar, review its income generating offerings in order to ensure they are meeting 
market demands? 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

17. What strategic decision-making process does the University, including your Faculty, 
School, Research Centre or similar, use to help to seize upon new opportunities? 
 

• Can you give some specific example(s)? 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 

18. How effective do you think the University,  including your Faculty, School, Research 
Centre or similar, has been regarding seizing upon those opportunities that it considers 
strategically important for its future success? 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 

• How has the University chosen to focus upon specific opportunities? Why has it 
chosen not to focus on other opportunities? 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
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Reconfiguring 
19. What do you think is the basis of the University’s sustainable competitive advantage? 

 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

20. Can you give some specific example(s) about how University, including your Faculty, 
School, Research Centre or similar, has reconfigured its dynamic capabilities in order to 
help build a sustainable competitive advantage? 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

21. How does the University, including your Faculty, School, Research Centre or similar, 
retain knowledge about the coordination of its dynamic capabilities?  
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

22. How does the University, including your Faculty, School, Research Centre or similar, 
disseminate knowledge about the coordination of its dynamic capabilities?  
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 

23. Do you have any other comments about sensing, seizing and reconfiguring dynamic 
capabilities that you wish to add? 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

 
SECTION 5: Performance Measurements 

 
24. What are the University’s, including your Faculty, School, Research Centre or similar, 

most important KPIs? 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

• Are these measure(s) likely to change in the future? If yes, how? 
 

25. Does the University have one composite measure of success? If yes, what is it? 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 

26. Do the dynamic capabilities that you have previously identified link to specific 
performance measure(s)? If yes, where and how? 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 

27. Do you have any other comments about measuring performance that you wish to add? 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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SECTION 6: Managing Change 

 
28. Broadly, what have been the main process steps for managing change across the 

University since 2012? 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

29. Since 2012, the University has embarked on major transformational change across the 
whole organisation. Thus far, what specifically do you think has been managed well? 
What do you think could have been managed differently or better? 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

30. How effective do you think the Executive Team has been at managing change across 
the University? 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 

31. Has managing change been linked to the development of any specific dynamic 
capabilities?  
 

• If yes, which dynamic capabilities and how? 
 
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

32. Do you have any other comments about managing change that you wish to add? 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

 
 
SECTION 7: Other 

 
33. Do you have any other overall comments that you wish to add? 

 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
 

THANK YOU FOR YOUR PARTCIPATION IN THIS INTERVIEW! 
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Appendix D: Focus Group Questionnaire 

Universities - Building a Sustainable Competitive Advantage 
through Identifying, Developing and Retaining Dynamic 
Capabilities   
 
INTRODUCTION: FOCUS GROUP 
 
The purpose of this focus group is to investigate how a University might build a sustainable 
competitive advantage through identifying, developing and retaining its dynamic 
capabilities. It is estimated that this focus group will take approximately 45 minutes. Your 
time and attention in taking part in a focus group would be deeply appreciated. Thank you. 

Do you wish to receive any summary feedback?  Please tick your response: YES □    NO □ 
 
Important Note: The data gathered from this focus group will be treated with strict 
confidentiality. It is intended this research will compile and present the findings from this 
focus group in summary form without the name(s) of the respondent(s) or their specific job 
title(s). 

 
DEFINITION OF TERMS 
 
This research uses a number of specific terms. For the purposes of this research, these 
terms are defined as follows: 
 
Dynamic capabilities: an ability to integrate, build and re-configure internal and external 
competences to address rapidly changing environments (Teece, Pisano & Shuen, 1997). 
 
The dynamic capabilities approach is concerned with how firms identify opportunities, 
create new knowledge, disseminate it internally, embed it in new business models and/or 
new goods and services, and launch new products and services to the market. The 
framework by its nature involves understanding both technological and organisational 
change (Teece, 2013).  
 
Environment: the totality of physical and social factors that are taken directly into 
consideration in the decision-making behaviour of individuals in the organisation (Duncan, 
1972). 
 
Strategic inertia: the tendency for organisations to remain with the status quo and their 
resistance to strategic renewal outside the frame of their current strategy (Hopkins, 
Mallette & Hopkins, 2013). 
 
Sustainable competitive advantage: a firm (organisation) is said to have a sustained 
competitive advantage when it is implementing a value creating strategy not 
simultaneously being implemented by any current or potential competitors and when these 
other firms (organisations) are unable to duplicate the benefits of this strategy (Barney, 
1991). 
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SECTION 1: Environmental Turbulence 
 
1. This research defines the external environment as factors that are from outside the 

organisation’s boundaries (examples include the Federal Government and State 
Government as well as competitors).  How would you characterise the external 
environment through which the University is currently operating?  

• What are the reason(s) for your choice?  
• Can you give some specific example(s) for your choice? 

 
2. This research defines the internal environment as factors considered in the decision-

making process within the boundaries of the organisation including a specific unit (an 
example could include a strategic decision taken by the University’s Executive Team). 
How would you characterise the internal environment through which the University is 
operating?  

• What are the reason(s) for your choice?  
• Can you give some specific example(s) for your choice? 
 

3. Do you think the University’s internal and external environment will become 
increasingly turbulent in the future?  

• What are the reason(s) for your answer? 
 

4. How responsive do you think the University has been to changes within its external 
environment over the past five years? 

a. How responsive do you think your Faculty/School/Research Centre or similar 
has been to the changes within its external environment over the past five 
years? 

• Can you give some specific example(s) for your choice? 
 

5. How responsive do you think the University has been to changes within its internal 
environment over the past five years? 

• How responsive do you think your Faculty/School/Research Centre or similar 
has been to the changes within its internal environment over the past five 
years? 

• Can you give some specific example(s) for your choice? 
 

 
6. This research defines strategic inertia as the tendency for organisations to remain with 

the status quo and their resistance to strategic renewal outside the frame of their 
current strategy. Do you think the University has experienced and suffered from 
strategic inertia? If yes, where and how? 
 
 

SECTION 2: Identifying Dynamic Capabilities 
 

7. The following table presents different examples of resources and dynamic capabilities. 
Can you rank these dynamic capabilities in terms of their importance to the University? 
If yes, how? 
 

8. Are any of these dynamic capabilities specifically related to the University’s history 
including its culture? If yes, which one(s) and how?  
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9. Are any of these dynamic capabilities linked to the performance of the University? If 
yes, which one(s) and how? 
 
 

SECTION 3: Sensing, Seizing and Reconfiguring Dynamic Capabilities 
 
10. How does the University scan its environment in order to try and identify new 

opportunities? 
 

• Can you give some specific example(s)? 
 

11. How effective has the University been regarding seizing upon these opportunities? 
 

12. What do you think is the basis of the University’s sustainable competitive advantage? 
 
 
SECTION 4: Managing Change 
 
13. Since 2012, the University has embarked on major transformational change across the 

whole organisation. Thus far, what specifically do you think has been managed well? 
What do you think could have been managed differently or better? 
 

14. Discuss the effectiveness of the Functional Review and the Renewal Project (thus far). 
Specifically answer the following questions: 
 

• How effective do you think has been the Functional Review undertaken by 
UWA in conjunction with EY in 2014/2015? 

 
• How effective do you think the Executive Team has been at managing change 

across the University? 
 

• How effective do you think the Senior Managers have been at managing change 
across the University? 
 

• Has managing change been linked to the development of any specific dynamic 
capabilities? If yes, which capabilities and how? 

 
• How effective have been the different communication tools:  

o UWA Forward (VC Newsletter),  
o VC’s Strategy Transformation papers: UWA Futures 2012 and Securing 

Success 2015,  
o Open Fora (2015-2016),  
o The Renewal Project roll-out session (including feedback sessions). 

 
THANK YOU FOR YOUR PARTCIPATION IN THIS FOCUS GROUP! 

  



 

0 Appendices 323 

Appendix E: Focus Group Protocol 

Universities - Building a Sustainable Competitive Advantage 
through Identifying, Developing and Retaining Dynamic 
Capabilities   
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
The purpose of this focus group is to investigate how a university might build a sustainable 
competitive advantage through identifying, developing and retaining its dynamic 
capabilities. It is estimated that this focus group will take approximately 45 minutes. Your 
time and attention in taking part in a focus group would be deeply appreciated. Thank you. 
 

Do you wish to receive any feedback?  Please tick your response: YES     □     NO □ 
 
Important Note: The data gathered from this focus group will be treated with strict 
confidentiality. It is intended this research will compile and present the findings from this 
focus group in summary form without the name(s) of the respondent(s). 

 
DEFINITION OF TERMS 
 
This research uses a number of specific terms. For the purposes of this research, these 
terms are defined as follows: 
 
Dynamic capabilities: an ability to integrate, build and re-configure internal and external 
competences to address rapidly changing environments (Teece, Pisano & Shuen, 1997). 
 
Environment: the totality of physical and social factors that are taken directly into 
consideration in the decision-making behaviour of individuals in the organisation (Duncan, 
1972). 
 
Strategic inertia: the tendency for organisations to remain with the status quo and their 
resistance to strategic renewal outside the frame of their current strategy (Hopkins, 
Mallette & Hopkins, 2013). 
 
Sustainable competitive advantage: a firm (organisation) is said to have a sustained 
competitive advantage when it is implementing a value creating strategy not 
simultaneously being implemented by any current or potential competitors and when these 
other firms (organisations) are unable to duplicate the benefits of this strategy (Barney, 
1991). 
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GROUP ACTIVITIES 
On arrival: 

• Put the definitions up 
• Put the post its up 
• PCFs 
• Prepare the big post its: External Environment/Internal Environment, List DCs on 

the white board with 6 columns, What was managed well, What is the basis of 
University’s sustainable competitive advantage?  

• Organise the environmental group activity 
• Post it 
• Set up lunch 

 
PART1: Icebreakers (5 min) 11:05 

• Signing PCF and collect them 
• Welcome and thank you for participation  
• You will be recorded 
• Light refreshment 
• Introduce participants 
• Introduction of the topic: 3 segments: environmental change, identify dc, change 

management 
• Terms will be defined as we go, but the definitions are up. 

 
PART 2: Environmental Turbulence (10 min) 11:15 
 

• Divide the participants into two (Group 1 and Group 2), provide the groups with 
butcher’s paper and ask to write major points in answering the following questions: 
o Group 1: How would you describe the external environment through which the 

University is currently operating? Can you give up some examples?   
o Group 2: How would you describe the internal environment through which the 

University is currently operating? Can you give up some examples?  
• Then sharing the finding with the whole group (write the answers on the white 

board) 
• Group 1 and Group 2 together to discuss:  

 
o Do you think the university has suffered from strategic inertia? If yes, 

where and how? 
 
PART 3: Identifying Dynamic Capabilities (30 min) 11:45 

 
• Fair to say that we perceive the environment to be rapidly changing. 
• The definition of DC links ability to integrate, build and re-configure internal 

and external competences to address rapidly changing environments. 
• Let’s see if we can identify any DC at UWA. I found that the easiest way to 

understand DC is via resources lens. Provide each participant with the table 
listing dynamic capabilities (please read).  

• Explain:  
For example, within – Physical space – an example would be, the University 
adopts a blended learning teaching approach and re-structures / re-configures 
a physical classroom in order to facilitate student interaction (and move away 
from a traditional tiered classroom and more formal lecturing approach). 
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For instance, within – Staff (knowledge) – an example would be an academic 
within the Business School uses their expertise and external community 
relationships in order to identify and develop a new product (short course) 
opportunity within Executive Education for organisations in the Not-for-Profit 
Sector. 

• Ask the participants to come up with different examples of DC (write on the 
white board) 

• Can you rank them (each person top three 1 – the most important) in terms of 
their strategic importance to the University? 

• Ask the group to identify those dynamic capabilities that are specifically related 
to the University’s history and culture 

• Are any of these dynamic capabilities linked to the performance of the 
University? If yes, which one(s) and how? 

• How does the university identify new opportunities? 
• How effective has the university been regarding seizing upon these 

opportunities? 
• What do you think is the basis on the University’s competitive advantage? 

(unique strategic positioning/point of difference)? 
 

PART 4: Managing change (15 min) 12:00 
 

• Discuss the following topic: Since 2012, the University has embarked on major 
transformational change across the whole organisation. Thus far, what 
specifically do you think has been managed well? What could have been 
managed better? 
 

• Exercise: think about the effectiveness of the Functional Review and the 
renewal Project (thus far). Write some comments on the post it and stick them 
on the chart paper 

 
 
• Thank everybody for their participation.  
 
• Have lunch! 
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Appendix F: Pilot Testing Change Matrix 

Section  

 

Change implemented Reason(s) for change 

Questionnaires Expanded on definition of 
dynamic capabilities by 
including an example from 
Teece (2013). 

DC were perceived by the 
respondents as a complex 
term and further 
clarification/examples of DC 
suggested to provide 
clarification 

Q 5: On a scale of 1-7, how 
responsive do you think the 
University has been to 
changes within its external 
and internal environment 
over the past five years?  
 

Question split into two 
questions to separate 
responses about changes in 
external and internal 
environment. 
 

Double-barreled question 

Q 5 (Sub-question) 
In this regard, do you think 
the University has 
experienced strategic 
inertia? If yes, where and 
how? 

Q5: Sub-question about 
strategic inertia changed to 
separate question 

To make the question about 
strategic inertia more 
prominent and give it more 
focus 

Q10: Are any of these 
dynamic capabilities linked 
to the specific performance 
of the University? If yes, 
which one(s) and how? 

Removed Q10 from section 
3: Are any of these dynamic 
capabilities linked to the 
specific performance of the 
University? If yes, which 
one(s) and how? 

Error, same question repeated 
in section 5: Measuring 
performance 

Q16 
How effective has the 
University (including 
Faculty, School, Research 
Centre or similar) has been 
regarding seizing upon 
those dynamic capabilities 
that it considers important 
for its future success? 

Q16: Changed dynamic 
capabilities to opportunities 

Better link to the previous 
section 

Table of examples Changed examples to non-
university related context 

A list of ready prepared would 
give out the answers and skew 
the data 

Table of examples Remove the levels of DCs By indicating the levels, the 
table provide the answers to 
questions 

Table of examples Remove the link to the SCA By suggesting linkages, the 
table provide the answers to 
questions 

 

 

 



 

0 Appendices 327 

Appendix G: Invitation to a one-on-one interview with a DBA 
student 

Dear Professor <insert name>, 

I am currently undertaking a Doctorate in Business Administration (DBA) qualification at 

the University of Western Australia under supervision of <insert name>. As part of the DBA 

requirements, I will be conducting a study investigating how a university might build a 

sustainable competitive advantage through identifying, developing and retaining its dynamic 

capabilities.  

I would like to ask you to be a part of the one-on-one interview.  I would greatly appreciate 

your input into this study considering your in-depth knowledge of the University 

environment, <insert additional relevant experiences>.  The interview should last 

approximately 60 minutes. With your permission, the interview will be audio recorded, 

which will either be securely deleted or offered to you upon completion of the research. 

The interview questions will focus on (1) environmental turbulence (internal and external), 

(2) identifying, sensing, seizing and reconfiguring dynamic capabilities within the university 

context (3) measuring performance and (4) managing change within the University. I have 

attached a copy of the questionnaire and supporting documentation. 

All information gathered from this study will be kept strictly confidential. 

I would very much appreciate your help and support (as would my DBA supervisors). 

Should you have any questions relating to this study, please contact me via e-mail <insert e-

mail address> or by phone: <insert number>. 

I am looking forward to hearing from you. 

Best regards, 

Benita 

Benita Hube 

DBA student, The UWA Business School  
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Appendix H: Invitation and reminder to attend a focus group 
Dear <insert name>, 

I hope this email finds you well.  The purpose of this e-mail is to seek your support and 

participation in a focus group regarding my Doctor in Business Administration (DBA) study 

which is titled: Universities - Building a Sustainable Competitive Advantage through 

Identifying, Developing and Retaining Dynamic Capabilities.  It is intended that the focus 

group will comprise 6-8 academic staff from across the University and will last 

approximately 45 minutes. The details of the session are as follows: 

• Date: 14th October, 2016 

• Time: 11.00-12.00 noon 

• Venue: Barry J Marshall Library Meeting Room (level 3) 

A light refreshment will be provided during the session. 

 The focus group session will consider a number of topics such as the environment through 

which the University is operating, identifying and developing dynamic capabilities and 

managing change.  I would very much appreciate your help and support (as would my DBA 

supervisor, <insert name>).  Please can you let me know by return e-mail whether you are 

able to attend and participate? Many thanks. 

  

Benita Hube 

DBA candidate  

The UWA Business School 
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Subject: Reminder about the Focus Group meeting 

 

Dear <insert name>,  

Just a friendly reminder about the focus group to be held as follows: 

• Date: 14th October, 2016 

• Time: 11.00-12.00 noon 

• Venue: Barry J Marshall Library Meeting Room (level 3) 

 

Please don't forget to let me know your dietary requirements.  I am very excited and 

looking forward to seeing you this Friday! 

Best regards, 

Benita 
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Appendix I: Examples of turning resources into DCs 

Resources 

 

Dynamic Capabilities 

 
Physical space 

 
Utilise and reconfigure physical space in order to enhance 
product and / or service delivery as well as the customer 
experience. 
 

 
Systems 

 
Utilise and reconfigure systems in order to identify 
improvements in product and / or service delivery as well as 
identify new customer opportunities. 
 

 
Staff (knowledge) 

 
Utilise staff knowledge to identify improvements in product and 
/ or service delivery as well as new market opportunities. 
 

 
Culture 

 
Utilise the organisational culture in order to enhance the 
customer experience in order to improve customer satisfaction 
and retention. 
 

 
Marketing 

 
Utilise marketing expertise in order to identify and take 
advantage of existing as well as new market opportunities. 
 

 
Branding 

 
Utilise branding to offer a new customer product and / or 
service. 
 

 
Innovation including 
research and 
development 
 

 
Commercialise research and development and innovation 
through taking creative ideas to market. 
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Appendix J: Participant Information Sheet 
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Appendix K: Participant Consent Form
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Appendix L: Changes in the University operational structure 
2011-20171 

1. Changes in the governance structure ( where 2011 is the base) 

 

Year Change 1 Change 2 Change 3 

2011*  

2012 No change   

2013 DVC (Education)portfolio added to the 
Executive Team 

  

2014 DVC (Community & Engagement) 
portfolio added to the Executive Team 

COO Added to the 
Executive Team 

Title of the Exec 
Director (Academic 
Services) and 
Registrar changed 
to Registrar and 
Exec Director, 
Corporate Services 

2015 Registrar as a stand-alone position 
removed from the Executive Team  

SDVC title changed 
to incorporate 
Registrar 

 

2016 No change   

2017 Four PVC and Executive Deans 
introduced to the Executive 

COO removed from 
the Executive  

Exec Director 
Corporate Services 
added to the 
Executive 

  

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                 
1 (source Annual Reports 2011-2016 and the 2017 structure) 

 

http://www.governance.uwa.edu.au/structure/university/structure
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2. Changes in the management structure (where 2011 is the base) 

 

Year Change 1 Change 2 Change 3 Change  4 Change 5 

2011*      

2012 Director Institute of 
Advanced Studies and 
Director  Office of 
Industry and 
Innovation moved from 
PVC (Research) into   
Ex Director (Academic 
Services ) and 
Registrar 

Director Cultural 
Precinct moved 
from under SDVC 
to Exec Director 
(Finance and 
Resources) 

Office of PVC 
(Education) 
changed to 
DVC 
(Education)  and 
moved from 
under SDVC to 
VC 

CATL moved to 
Registrar 

New position 
PVC 
(International) 
created under 
DVC 
(Education) 

Director 
Energy & 
Minerals 
Institute 
added to 
SDVC 

2013 Coordinator Regional 
Programs removed 
from the DVC 
(Education) 

University 
Secretary and  
Director 
Information 
Governance 
Services added to 
Ex Director and 
Registrar 

   

2014 Office of Operational 
Excellence created 
under VC 

New DVC 
portfolio created 
causing new 
positions CMO 
and moves from 
Registrar’s and 
F&R portfolio 

Under DVC 
(Research) new 
positions: PVC 
Health & 
Medical 
Research, PVC 
(Research), 
Director Office 
of Research 
Enterprise  

Changes in 
DVC Education 
with new 
positions: PVC 
(Education 
Innovation), 
CIO, Director 
Student 
Residences 
moved from 
F&R, Director 
Student Services 
and CATL 
moved from 
Registrar and 
University 
Librarian moved 
from VC 

 

Registrar’s 
and COO 
portfolio 
shrunk  
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Year Change 1 Change 2 Change 3 Change  4 Change 5 

2015 DVC (Community & 
Engagement) gained 
PVC (International) 
portfolio from DVC 
(Education) , Director 
Energy & Minerals 
Institute from SDVC, 
new position Director 
Government  & 
Corporate 
Communication and 
new Associate Director 
Admissions Centre, 
lost UWA Extension 
and Publishing 

 

DVC (Education) 
CIO moved from 
Registrar with 
other directors: 
Academic Policy 
Services, IGS , 
gained newly 
created Centre for 
Education Futures 

Registrar’s 
office 
disestablished, 
SDVC now 
incorporates 
Registrar’s title 

SDVC new 
Office of 
Strategy, 
Planning and 
Performance  

 

2016 COO (interim) 
portfolio moved under 
SDVC 

DVC 
(Community & 
Engagement) 
gained Director, 
Venues from 
COO 

DVC Research 
lost PVC 
(Health & 
Medical 
Research) 

DVC 
(Education) 
Gained 
Student 
Administratio
n from DVC 
C&E, new 
position 
Director, 
Student Life  

University 
Secretary 
moved to 
VC 

and 
Principal 
Adviser 
created 
under SDVC 

2017 The SDVC portfolio 
vacant, some of it 
moved VC 

DVC Research 
gained Directors 
Research 
Infrastructure 
Centres,  and 
University 
Librarian from  
DVCE 

DVC C&E got 
new Director 
Business 
Development, 
lost Admissions 

DVCE new 
Director 
Student 
Experience 

PVC 
Indigenous 
Education  
and 
Executive 
Director 
Corporate 
Services 
created 
under  VC 
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Appendix M: UWA Timeline of changes 

Milestone Timeline Comments 

16th Vice-
Chancellor’s 
appointment 
concludes 

2011  

New Courses 
introduced 

2012 Major changes in curriculum design. Based on a 
3+2 model of broad, undergraduate studies 
followed by a professional qualification at the 
postgraduate level, the new courses were 
designed to produce graduates fitted with real-
world skills.  

17th Vice-
Chancellor’s 
appointment 
commences  

2012  

First strategic 
paper  issued 

August 2012 Included 15 proposals by the 17th VC on how to 
respond to the changing external environment. 
This paper initiated discussion about future 
goals of the University.   

Second strategic 
paper issued  

August 2013 As a result of this paper the University decided 
to proceed with numerous changes to internal 
operations and initiated Functional Reviews.  

Internal operations 
restructure  

January 2014 A high-level re-organisation of reporting lines to 
align the University’s professional services with 
the core organisational priorities of education, 
research and external engagement. This 
realignment provided the starting point for 
detailed reviews of each core administrative 
function. 

Functional Reviews 
commences  

 

February 
2014 

The reviews organised by the Central Office of 
Excellence focused on administrative activities 
and processes.  Commenced in February 2014 
and continued in a sequence throughout 2014. 
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Milestone Timeline Comments 

Functional Reviews 
Stage 1 

February –
September 
2014 

Following publication of the second strategic 
paper, consultation with the University 
community commenced in order to decide a 
prioritised list of processes and procedures for 
Functional Reviews 

New Strategic Plan 
finalised  

March 2014 Vision to be recognised as one of the world’s 
top 50 universities by 2050 

 

Voluntary Early 
Retirement 
Scheme 

late 2014 The scheme formed part of a broader program 
directed at positively managing the University’s 
age profile; it resulted in more than 60 
retirements. 

Staff Open Fora October & 
December 
2014 

Meetings open to all staff  

Sustainable 
Futures group of 
projects 

2015 Integrated program of University-wide strategic 
projects designed to transform the information 
technology architecture, brand and service 
culture. 

Changes to 
branding 

May 2015 Senate approves the refreshed university logo 
and new branding message 

Third strategic 
paper issued  

26th October 
2015 

This paper reviewed the past performance, 
outlined current situation, and identified the 
future challenges. Informed by the 2020 Vision 
strategic plan and the first strategic document, 
the paper highlighted five areas of focus: 
revenue, cost, service, reputation and renewal. 

300 job cut 
announced by VC  

December 
2015 

The 100 academic and 200 professional staff job 
cuts announced at the end of 2015  

Renewal Open 
Forum for staff 

2nd February 
2016 

Organisational change proposal presented to 
staff 
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Milestone  Timeline Comments 

Renewal Project – 
Decision on the 
Proposal for 
Change – 
establishment of 
SDCs 

 

 

15th March 
2016 

Proposal presented after University wide 
consultation, included a decision to establish a 
new professional services delivery model (SDC).  

 

 

Decision on the 
Proposal for 
Change  

14th October 
2016 

After University wide consultation the new SDCs 
model has been approved.  

18th Vice-
Chancellor’s 
appointment 
commences  

January 2017  

New 
Organisational 
structure 
commences  

January 2017  

New priorities for 
the University 

Early 2017  
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Appendix N: One Page Strategic Plan outline 
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