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Abstract  

Universities are often portrayed as and found to be quite stable organizational forms where is 
difficult to initiate and implement change. However, numerous empirical studies have also 
found that universities are undoubtedly changing both due to internal developments and 
external dynamics. The paper explores this seemingly contradictory development. It is argued 
that organizational identity is a promising concept for researching both continuity and change in 
higher education institutions, and the paper identifies and describes various uses of 
organizational identity within universities and colleges demonstrating the relevance of the 
concept for understanding current dynamics within the higher education sector. In the 
conclusion, it is argued that more studies of the intangible aspects of higher education is 
needed to enable a better understanding of the factors fostering both inertia and change in the 
sector. 
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Introduction 

The intangible aspects of higher education have for several decades been an important study 
object in higher education (see Clark 1972, Maassen 1996, Välimaa 1998, Henkel 2000, 
Stensaker 2004, Vaälimaa & Ylijoki 2008, Stensaker et al. 2012). The current paper is linked to 
this broad research interest. In particular it addresses how a focus on organizational identity is 
of relevance when studying the current challenges universities and colleges are facing, and 
how the concept of organizational identity may be well suited to address an inherent problem in 
higher education research – the relationship between continuity and change.  

Organisational identity is a relatively new concept to higher education research although it is 
closely linked to studies that focus on organizational culture (Maassen 1996, Välimaa 1998), 
symbols and artefacts (Clark 1970, 1972), and more recently, branding and marketing (Kirp 2003, 
Stensaker 2007). Organisational identity can be seen as one of several possible cultural 
artefacts in an organisation, and should be understood as a narrower concept than e.g., 
organisational culture. A provisional definition of organisational identity would emphasise the 
symbolic, mythological and cognitive sides of the organisation, while definitions of culture tend 
to include behavioural aspects and specific practices (Fiol et al. 1998).  

Organizational identity is about the formation and maintenance of an organisational reality 
through the use of symbols and myths which blurs the distinction between truth and lies (Strati 
1998: 1380). An organizational reality is thus understood as something more than what can be 
disclosed through empirical observations alone, it also includes how social actors try to make 
sense of the organization they are part of or relate to (Harris 2011). In other words, 
organisational identity should be understood as a socially constructed concept of what the 
organisation is rather than how it acts (Whetten & Godfrey 1998). This does not mean that 
behaviour is unimportant, or that a focus on organizational identity excludes social action. 
Symbols and myths may interact in numerous ways with organisational behaviour (Albert 1998). 
The point is that a focus on organisational identity highlights how organisations are constructed 
as meaningful entities – despite the existence of sub-cultures and complex social behaviour. 
Organizational identity is about how people try to make sense out of their perceptions and 
thinking (through the use of symbols, language and emotions) (Hatch & Schultz 1997).  

There are several developments in higher education that can make a focus on organizational 
identity more relevant in current research. First, due to de-regulation of domestic higher 
education systems and increasing internationalization, universities and colleges are increasingly 
seen as competitors in a more market-like higher education sector (Etzkowitz & Leydesdorff 
1997). In this competition it is important to stand out from the rest and to develop unique 
organizational features that are difficult for the competitors to emulate (Kirp 2003). 
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Organizational identity is one possible measure universities can draw upon when trying to 
develop more distinct (reputational) profiles in this competition.   

Second, due to a range of reforms aiming at increasing the efficiency and effectiveness of the 
higher education sector in general, universities and colleges are increasingly being given more 
autonomy as organizations (Huisman 2009). Research has shown that these reforms are 
transforming universities, at least with respect to a tightened organizational structure and more 
centralized decision-making, and that this tends to lead to a more managed university 
(Stensaker et al. 2012). For a strengthened university leadership, organizational identity then 
stands out as a concept that can be used to build morale and commitment of staff and students 
(Shattock 2010). Not least, aligning organizational members to institutional missions and 
ambitions can be mediated by symbolic and reputational measures where organizational 
identity can play a central role. Organisational identity is a social construction, but can be a 
construction that people inside the institutions recognise as meaningful and real (Bauman 
1996).  

Third, and closely related to the previous arguments, universities and colleges are also exposed 
to stronger external accountability claims forcing them to legitimize themselves as integrated 
organizations fully in control of their operations. In the process of building trust organizational 
identity is a narrative that can be used to create an image of universities being responsible 
social actors that tackle more turbulent environment in coherent ways (Czarniawska 1997).  

As indicated above, organizational identity can be seen as a concept used by higher education 
institutions to respond to change, and as a way to tackle more dynamic environments (see also 
Pratt & Foreman 2000, Greenwood et al. 2011). However, from a research perspective, the 
introduction also raises the question of whether organizational identity is a concept that can 
bring new insights on how higher education is changing.  

 

The myth of the Ivory Tower and the dynamics of higher 

education 

The many different labels of universities as organizations  

Writings on higher education often portray universities in rather extreme ways, either as simple 
interpretations of how they can be characterised as organizations, or as (normative) 
prescriptions of what they should become as organizations. For example, it is quite easy to find 
examples of universities being portrayed as ivory towers, implying that the university is 
characterised by isolation from society and of being engaging in irrelevant activities (Shapin 
2012). Other studies have portrayed universities as ´organizational anarchies´ (Cohen & March 
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1974) or as ´loosely coupled institutions´ (Weick 1976). In more recent contributions the need for 
university transformation is underlined, hinting that universities should improve its relevance 
towards society and become more entrepreneurial (Clark 1998). What many of these labels 
share is an – often implicit - belief in the need for correction, change and reform of universities. 
As Shapin (2012: 24) recently have illustrated in an historical assessment of how the term ´ivory 
tower´ has been used throughout history, the term has consistently been used to argue for a 
renovated and modernized university, and how poorly universities and colleges have adjusted 
to environmental changes. In line with this, Birnbaum & Shushok (2001: 60) has pointed out how 
US research universities constantly over the last fifty years has been exposed to and beset by 
crisis concerning it activities and perceived its failures in delivering on the expectations directed 
at them. 

Whether the metaphor of the ivory tower is a valid description of the university has of course 
been challenged over time. When commenting upon the changes US universities had gone 
through after 1945, Kerr (2001: 214) underlined how intertwined the university already at that 
point had become to the state, to the industry and to the labour market. Similar changes also 
took place in many other countries in the following decades. One example of change is the 
tremendous growth the higher education sector has experienced often increasing the size of 
some universities in quite radical ways. Another example is related to the increasing number of 
expectations directed at higher education institutions in general, and universities in particular, 
especially as a result of the growing importance of knowledge and research as a foundation for 
innovation and economic growth. In essence, universities are currently engaging more 
stakeholders, more expectations and undertake more activities than ever before (Clark 1998).  

Organizational identity as a mediator between continuity and change 

However, while change certainly has and are taking place in higher education, it should also be 
underlined that many studies demonstrate that intra-organizational changes within universities 
are also taking place in incremental and quite modest ways, at least from the perspective of the 
reformers (Stensaker et al. 2012). Hence, the paradox emerges that change and continuity 
perhaps are connected in highly intricate ways, and that we need to search for concepts and 
ways in which we can account for more complex understandings of universities as 
organizations. 

It is possible to link the origins of the concept of organizational identity to such a search for 
alternative explanations of university change. Coming from the field of business administration, 
Stuart Albert and David Whetten developed their interpretations of the organisational identity 
concept in the 1980s when they were involved in a cutback operation at the University of Illinois 
(Albert & Whetten 1985). As business administration professors they experienced the financial 
strain in their own university as marginal compared to cutbacks in other societal sectors. The 
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university was not planning to shut down departments, reduce the number of faculty, or 
downsize core academic programs. Still, the proposed cut-backs triggered university 
discussions on whether the university could maintain its profile as a research university if a few 
programs were reduced, and heated debates were initiated on whether university legitimacy 
had been lost. In other words, what seemed to be a marginal budget cut by state legislators 
escalated into a full-blown crisis for the university about what it was and should be as an 
organization.  

That event formed the basis for the article ´Organisational identity´ in which Albert & Whetten 
(1985) proposed that the type of commitment shown by the faculty was rather fundamental. The 
questions asked at the institutional level were such as ´who are we´ and ´what sort of 
organisation is this´. Questions which Albert & Whetten (1985) thought came close to religious 
beliefs. At least the observations could not be reduced to factors such as distress, anger or 
incredulity (Albert 1998: 2). The factors that seemed to influence the university debate were 
rather those of affection, emotions and search for meaning – summed up in what they termed 
organisational identity – a uniqueness related to the university as a whole. In trying to generalise 
from their case study, Albert & Whetten (1985) suggested that this uniqueness consisted of three 
aspects: a) central character, b) temporal continuity and c) distinctiveness. The first notion, 
central character, distinguishes the organisation on the basis of something important and 
essential. Temporal continuity means that the identification includes features that exhibit some 
degree of sameness or continuity over time, and distinctiveness implies a classification that 
identifies the organisation as recognisably different from others.  

An interesting issue one could raise following the definition offered is of course where 
organizational identities come from, how they develop, and how they are maintained? These 
are not straightforward issues to clarify. Organizational identities may stem from both internal 
and external sources (Stensaker 2004). They may arise from the step-wise, natural development 
of a university or a college (Clark 1970), or they may stem from external ideas of how legitimate 
university identities should look like (Labianca et al 2001). It follows from this that organizational 
identities can be embedded differently in a university, ranking from merely being associated 
with marketing attempts (Kirp 2003) to being a fundamental construct that people take to be a 
true description of what the university is (Clark 1972). Hence, organizational identities can be 
seen as something which is both easy replaceable and a stable element in university life 
(Stensaker 2007).  

These descriptions suggest that universities may use organizational identities for multiple 
purposes. Based on a review of existing studies four different uses of organizational identity are 
presented and discussed below:    

 Organizational identity as interpretation 
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 Organizational identity as image  
 Organizational identity as innovation  
 Organizational identity as integration 

 

The many uses of organizational identity  

Organizational identity as interpretation 

An organizational identity can be seen as a means to create order and stability within an 
organization (Czarniawka 1997). It is a way to classify the organization in relation to other 
organizations, and consequently, as a way to perceive and interpret information about what the 
organization is (Albert & Whetten 1985). Hence, organizational identity can be seen as a 
interpretative scheme for making sense of internal and external changes.  

As underlined consistently by Weick (1995: 32) our current knowledge is constructed on the 
basis of what we already know, and how we see the world around us – in short a process of 
enactment. In this enactment process identity plays a key role as a point of reference driving 
both our focus of what is important, and how we should respond to the information we obtain. 
Weick (1995: 32) claims that the enactment process is not only about constructing the 
environment. When discovering the environment, the organisation also decides about whether 
there is a need to act on what they discover. 

However, if we accept the claim by Albert & Whetten (1985) that organizational identity is a 
central, continuous and a distinct feature of a given university, then the consequence is that 
interpretations of new situations is framed by these historical characteristics. New information 
and new developments will then be related to the current organizational identity, and the 
identity will impact upon the assessment of how significant the situation is. Thus, organizational 
identity may function as a kind of filter through which information is sorted and ordered 
according to importance and relevance.   

There are several studies underlining this use of organizational identity. In a study on university 
strategising processes in higher education in the US, Labianca et al. 2001: 325) found that 
classification of information according to key identity characteristics of a given university was 
essential in their own strategic decisions. Other research of identity change processes in higher 
education institutions confirm this view by showing how organizational sensemaking must be 
fitted into a coherent interpretive scheme or system of meaning (Gioia & Chittipeddi 1991: 434). 
Hence, the existing organizational identity framed the search for information that was seen as 
relevant.    
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Organizational identity as image 

The question is still whether organizational identities is exclusively construed by historical 
factors alone and just driven from inside the organization. While one could argue that 
organizational identity is something completely different from organizational image (Brown et 
al., 2006) – i.e., how organizations want to portray themselves externally - there are several 
linkages between identity and image that demonstrates how interdependent these concepts 
are (Gioia et al 2000).  

First, a strong organizational identity may provide a central basis for the external image of a 
university, as demonstrated by Burton Clark already several decades ago (Clark 1970). Second, 
an external image that is perceived to be very different from the organizational identity may also 
be a strong driver towards change since most higher education institutions are sensible to how 
others see the organisation (Albert & Whetten 1985, Labianca et al. 2001). Third, it follows from 
this that an organisational image that provides a ´good match´ with the organisational identity 
leads to stability and quite incremental changes in the organizational identity over time 
(Stensaker 2004).  

However, it is possible to claim that due to increasingly complex environments, and more 
rapidly shifting external demands, a stable relationship between organizational identity and 
organizational image is becoming more of an exception in higher education. Thus, not only are 
there reasons to believe that many higher education institutions experience a gap between 
image and identity, but this gap could also represent a potential threat to the survival of the 
organisation. As illustrated by the earlier example of budget cuts at the University of Illinois, a 
given identity can be problematic when the organisational environment signals a change in the 
relationship between the organisation and the outside world. When a too huge gap emerges 
between the identity of an organisation and its environment the possibility for an identity crisis 
may occur. The threat relates to the possibility that a huge image – identity gap could indicate 
an organisation that is ´faking its identity´ or one that is unable to respond to expectations in the 
environment (Schultz et al 2000: 1). Hence, while an organizational identity can be used to 
create powerful images of a given university, it also limits the scope of possible images to adopt 
(Stensaker 2007). 

Organizational identity as innovation 

The limitations organizational identity creates for image building may also suggest that 
organizational identity is a construct that mainly drives organizational stability and consistency, 
unlikely to have any use in fostering innovation and creativity. Research does still suggest that 
the potential for using organizational identity for driving university innovation should not be 
underestimated.  
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Gioia et al. (2000) have pointed out that organizational identity is mainly found in labels. 
Examples of such labels are when universities describe themselves as being ´research-
intensive´, ´entrepreneurial´, or ´engaging´, but where the actual meaning of what this means 
may differ between various universities. However, Gioia et al. (2000: 54) also found that these 
meanings change over time as new organizational members, new leaders or changing 
circumstances invites to reinterpretation of established meanings. Hence, while the labels may 
be stable over time, their meaning may change dramatically. Clark (1970: 25) has briefly touched 
upon this issue suggesting that creative reinterpretation is more likely to be found in 
organizations with a relative weak organizational identity.  

However, Stensaker (2004: 210) has shown that such creative reinterpretation processes may 
also take place in organizations with a very strong and distinct identity. The argument is that 
universities with weak identities spend more time elaborating upon and contesting alternative 
future identity profiles. Weak identities open up for many potential interpretations, contestation 
and tensions, and may invite to various struggles for power and influence over the future profile 
of the university. In universities with strong and distinct identities such disagreement may be 
rarer without this limiting the need for adjusting to and handling new and challenging situations. 
Of course, vested interests and power struggles may lurk behind a strong motivation by 
academics to participate and to be engaged in these reinterpretation processes (see also, 
Baldridge 1971). As such, it should be underlined that strong organizational identities most likely 
reflect the internal power structures in a university.  

A related and interesting issue is also whether universities that are born as ´innovations´ - for 
example of being profiled as alternatives to established universities - are capable of maintaining 
their identity profile over time. Although few studies on this topic exist, there are indications that 
while isomorphic tendencies indeed can be found in higher education fields over time (Weertz 
et al. 2013), noticeable exceptions can still be found (Stensaker & Norgård 2001, Huisman et al 
2002).   

Organizational identity as integration 

As suggested above, new tasks and expectations directed at universities may create tensions 
and conflict within the organization, not least between the institutional leadership and the 
academic staff and students (se also, Baldridge 1971). Organizational identity may play a key 
role in such situations. Even if institutional leaders may have limited influence over the existing 
identity of the university, the institutional leadership (and also others) can influence the various 
interpretations of the identity. For example, Elbach and Kramer (1996: 442) found that external 
threats to US top-twenty elite business schools in the form of a bad score in their ranking 
triggered the institutional leadership to reinterpret their reference groups so that they could 
affirm their organisational identity. While the interpretations provided by the institutional 
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leadership were not instantly accepted by the academic staff, the interpretations did serve as a 
starting point for a round of social construction within the organisation where different 
stakeholders became engaged in discussions about the future profile of the university. In a case 
study of strategic change in a large public university in the US, similar findings were reported 
(Gioia & Chittipeddi 1991: 434).  

Thus, discussions on organisational identity seem to create an engagement and an interest in 
organizational and strategic issues that are far from common in higher education (Albert & 
Whetten 1985). While it is quite normal for many institutional leaders to experience an 
organizational disconnect to strategic issues among academic staff (see also Smerek 2011), 
organizational identity seem to trigger a different interest among the academic staff. In this 
process the institutional leadership can potentially play a quite important role in that they not 
only may serve as sense-makers in a change situation, but also as sense-givers that carefully 
provides the symbols and frames that stimulate motivation, action and discussion (Gioia & 
Chittipeddi 1991: 446). In line with the use of organizational identity as an integrative tool, 
empirical studies of change processes in higher education institutions have also disclosed that 
strategic plans perhaps should be viewed more as an input to (integrative) sense-making 
processes than as an output of sense-making, as it is usually treated (Gioia & Thomas 1996: 
398). Thus, whether claims of distinctive collective identities are actually ´true´ is much less 
important than the fact that organisation members often believe that they are distinct and 
therefore engage frequently in efforts to foster the shared idea of a distinct, collective identity. 
Symbolic constructs such as organizational identity may foster engagement and activities that 
may have real impact on organizational life (Gioia et al. 1994).   

 

Reflections and unresolved issues 

In this article the relevance of organizational identity has been argued for in relation to 
understand both change and continuity in higher education institutions. The article have 
discussed the central elements related to organizational identity as a theoretical concept, but 
have also demonstrated its empirical relevance through identifying and elaborating upon the 
uses of organizational identity in current change processes in academe.  

Whether organizational identity is a novel concept in higher education can still be contested. 
Several concepts have been launched in the history of higher education research that touches 
upon and are related to the key dimensions of the identity concept (see also, Weertz et al. 2013). 
Clark (2000: 11), for example, has argued that in many universities one can identify an ´umbrella 
idea´ under which a broad range of cultures and disciplinary identities can coexist.  
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Hence, while an organizational identity might foster a common mental frame of reference, this 
does not imply that members of a given university behave in a similar manner. At the same time, 
and as underlined in the discussion on the possible uses of organizational identity, the 
distinction between identity and culture is not clear-cut, suggesting that the boundaries of 
organizational identity as a concept are somewhat unclear and blurred (see also Whetten 2006, 
Gioia et al 2013). Hence, a future challenge for studies in this area is to explore this relationship 
more in detail. This is indeed an important research topic in an era where universities more than 
ever before invest in processes that aim at developing a more distinct profile in more 
competitive markets (Hazelkorn 2011).    

However, the promise of organizational identity to address issues related to continuity and 
change in higher education may also have significance to a another central debate in higher 
education, on the possible converging development of higher education as a sector (see e.g., 
Brint & Karabel 1991, James & Huisman 2009). As demonstrated by a number of studies on 
organizational identities, a given university may conceive itself a being a unique organization 
although the labels it uses to describe itself may be relatively similar to other universities 
(Stensaker 2007). Labels such as being ´entrepreneurial´ or being ´world-class´ are typical 
(mass) expressions of universities trying to profile themselves globally as unique organizations 
(Shattock 2010). Whether this means that these universities in fact become more similar is an 
interesting question to investigate in more detail. Organizational identity may be a concept that 
can add to our knowledge on this matter, where research increasingly should balance the focus 
on structural dimensions (decision-making structures and organization) with analysis of 
processes that also addresses the cultural transformation of the university (see also, Drori & 
Honig 2013, Fumasoli & Stensaker 2013).   

The extent to which universities are radically transformed due to current external dynamics is of 
course a question a number of researchers are currently investigating, especially relating to 
whether universities are loosing some of their inherent characteristics as institutions. The 
symbolic dimensions of what a university is can in this respect be an interesting issue to pursue. 
For those interesting in the popularity of university labels, it is not surprising that old labels such 
as that of being an ´ivory tower´ has lost its legitimacy (if it ever had one!), and that these and 
related labels hardly can be imagined to compete with those highlighting entrepreneurialism 
and world-class (see also Shapin 2012: 27). However, organizational identity is a concept that in 
this situation represents considerable promise due to its seamless way of connecting the past 
and the future, tradition and modernity. Thus, organizational identity is a concept that can 
highlight important values and norms of the university in an era where most positive 
connotations of the traditional labels characterising these institutions have been lost.    
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