
Exploring Information Technology Related 
Organizational Change within Higher Education 

Jane, a Professor of Music, was annoyed. "Listen," she snapped 
at John, a technical support staff member, "all I want is an IP 
address so I can bring in my own computer and use it in my office. 
This will save the department money and my computer is newer 
than the department's. I don't understand what the big deal is." 

John was annoyed as well. "Your home computer is a Windows 
2000 machine. Do you know how many viruses are out there 
for Windows? This is a university network. Every machine 
plugging into the network should be administered by information 
technology. It's our responsibility to make sure things are kept 
patched and up to date on virus definitions. 

"Go ahead and patch my machine, then." 

"But it's apersonal machine. I'm not responsible for people's 
personal machines. That's not my job." 

This hypothetical situation contains several elements of change 
introduced into higher education by the spread of information 
technology. It may sound familiar to faculty and staff who work 
in American universities. Although an information technology 
manager might consider the situation as a sign that John needs 
to improve his customer service skills, such a reading would fail 
to recognize the underlying forces contributing to the issue at 
hand. These forces are connected with the way that information 
technology is changing the organizational structures of colleges 
and universities. Information technology managers, information 
technology staff, administrators, faculty and other campus 
employees can benefit from improved understanding about 
how these changes affect them, their relationships, and their 
communities. 

Within the last ten years, information technology has altered the 
way higher education does business. Although several schools 
experienced information technology budget cuts in 2003, 
respondents to a Campus Computing Project survey reported 
that information technology still comprised 7.3% of total campus 
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spending (Tully, 2004). Information technology continues to link 
researchers across the world and provide the vehicle by which 
online education has reached out to thousands of new learners. 
Campus leaders have access to more information about student 
statistics and trends, and alumni and development officers easily 
share donor information and coordinate activities. Moreover, 
information technology has created new areas of study like 
Entertainment Technology at Carnegie Mellon University or 
Information Sciences and Technology at The Pennsylvania State 
University. 

Information technology pervades today's university functions 
(McCord, 2002). Admissions, athletics, public relations and police 
services units all rely on information technology devices, systems 
or people to accomplish their goals, including the creation and 
maintenance of student records, ticket and memorabilia sales, the 
posting of web pages or building security systems. Information 
technology is also changing workflow, jobs, organizational structure, 
and productivity—affecting the various formal and informal ways 
that institutional units and employees interact with each other. 
Understanding the organizational foundations of the Jane/John 
confrontation will help information technology managers lead their 
staff through often confusing and sometimes painful organizational 
change. Conversely, understanding how information technology is 
changing higher education organizations will help higher education 
scholars learn more about changes in organizational interactions and 
processes. 

This paper explores how several information technology-induced 
formal and informal changes in higher education may be better 
understood through the perspectives of four organizational lenses: 
rational perspective, transaction cost theory, resource dependency 
theory and institutional theory. 

What is Information Technology? 

Information technology, for the purposes of this paper, is defined 
as the hardware and software existing on desktops as well as the 
networking and server infrastructure necessary to share, store and 
distribute information as an organization. Information technology 
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includes but is not limited to CPUs, printers, monitors, PDAs, 
databases, servers, physical and wireless networks, mainframes 
and workstations, homegrown and off-the-shelf applications, data 
warehouses, and enterprise information systems. It also includes 
those people necessary to run and support these systems, both at the 
central and departmental levels. 

Information technology is expensive. Although individual 
computer prices have fallen over the years, users' demands for and 
expectations of information technology have increased. A desktop 
system is as necessary today for the conduct of regular business 
as a phone and desk. Moreover, faculty, students and staff assume 
fast Internet access on campus, which requires up-to-date network 
hardware. Despite advances in wireless technology, networks still 
require a certain amount of physical cabling, especially between 
buildings. New versions of software often come out every eighteen 
to twenty four months, many times forcing a department-wide 
upgrade. Server software and hardware, enterprise applications 
and their hardware can run into the hundreds of thousands of 
dollars. Colleges and universities must compete with industry for 
information technology staff to make it all work. The proliferation 
of information technology devices, services, and people was 
accelerated by the emergence of the World Wide Web in the early 
nineties and by more powerful hardware and software that made 
central and local services more feasible to implement. Since most of 
this technological growth is recent and rapid, equipping and training 
the workforce to use the new information technology tools has been 
resource-intensive in terms of money, human effort, and time. 

Formal and Informal Organizational Structure 

Colleges and universities are structured both by formalized roles 
and procedures and by informal, but consistent, patterns of behavior. 
Formal structure describes those parts of an organization that 
exist independent of organizational members—in other words, a 
"blueprint of activities" (Meyer & Rowan, 1996). Examples of 
formal structure include the organizational chart, the compensation 
plan, the policy manual, and position job descriptions. These 
components provide stability as various employees come and 
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go. They also provide consistency through decisions based on 
commonly understood rules and procedures. Weber (1946) regarded 
these administrative structures as elements of a bureaucracy, 
a relatively modern but revolutionary way of organizing that 
surpassed other forms. As a result of bureaucracy's decoupling 
of job and individual, organizations have been able to outlast 
their leaders, evolve to greater scales, and undergo massive 
industrialization (DiMaggio, 2001). 

Informal structure, on the other hand, depends on relations between 
specific individuals and the contexts in which they find themselves. 
For example, although all faculty within an academic department are 
peers, some will have more influence than others based upon such 
things as their ability to pull in external resources, their relationship 
with the department head, their academic accomplishments, and 
their personalities. Likewise, in listservs (electronic mailing lists) 
of information technology people, the postings of some participants 
will carry more weight than others, perhaps due to their authors' 
greater knowledge, experience, or past listserv contributions. 

Although formal structure and day-to-day informal interaction 
can differ, the relation between them may change over time as 
participants alter the patterns of their behavior. Anthony Giddens 
(1984) termed this idea "structuration." New formal structures 
create new informal patterns. Informal patterns repeated often 
enough can become formal. The evolution of walkways on a 
university campus provides an illustration. Students will typically 
find the most convenient path from Point A to Point B. If no 
sidewalk exists nearby, some will take a short cut through the grass. 
As people walk on the grass, the grass will become crushed and a 
path will form. If people continue to follow the path, the soil will 
become compacted and the remaining grass will die. Once this 
happens and dirt becomes visible, many more people will use the 
path assuming that it was meant to be there. When groundskeepers 
pave the well-used path, it has become a fixed and formal structure. 

Figure 1 conveys how information technology affects institutional 
structure and how formal and informal structures affect each 
other. Beliefs and expectations exist both within an institution 
and within an institution's environment. They affect formal and 
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informal structure. However, institutional structures also affect 
individuals' beliefs and expectations. Additionally, one might 
argue that institutions can also affect information technology. The 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) created the widely-
used Kerberos authentication scheme. The Internet2 consortium 
of universities, government and industry will eventually affect the 
current Internet. However, in such cases, these changes will have 
little effect on the formal and informal structures within individual 
institutions. They would have greater effect upon environmental 
beliefs and expectations. 
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Figure 1. The Effects of Information Technology on Institutional 
Structure. 

The Rational Perspective: Information Technology Affects Formal 
Structure 

The rational perspective focuses on the organization as a vehicle 
for achieving specified goals in the most efficient manner possible. 
This perspective should not be confused with commonly accepted 
conceptions of being "rational," which typically implies reaching 
decisions based on logic rather than intuition or random choices. 
The rational perspective, however, assumes that everyone within 
an organization is working toward overarching organizational 
goals. Whether the goals are logical or good makes no difference. 
Rationality refers to the means to achieve overarching goals, not 
their selection (Scott, 2003). 

The primary goal of for-profit organizations is usually maximization 
of profits. However, within the context of higher education, which 
has traditionally been not-for-profit, a rational perspective of the 
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primary goal becomes revenue maximization. Institutions will 
spend as much as they receive, and therefore costs equal revenues 
(Leslie & Rhoades, 1995). In such situations, the manner in which 
revenues are expended becomes important. Are institutional goals 
(usually revolving around teaching, research and service toward 
an end goal of institutional prestige) being met efficiently? Thus, 
a rational view of higher education suggests the question, "After 
careful consideration of all the possibilities, how can a college or 
university spend its revenue to most effectively increase its prestige 
through some combination of teaching, research, and service?" 

A rational perspective indicates that by accepting compensation 
in the form of salary, individuals take organizational goals as their 
own. It also recognizes a distinct separation between personal and 
institutional property. Institutions typically forbid such practices 
as running a personal for-profit Website off an office computer or 
using the department's car to take a family vacation. On the other 
hand, the use of personal property for institutional goals can also 
cause concern by making it difficult for the university to account for 
its assets and track what it owns. If an employee installs memory 
and an expensive video card into a university-owned computer, 
whose computer is it? Who supports it? Who has the right to make 
decisions about it? 

From a rational perspective, one would expect to see administrators 
make decisions about information technology based on cost, 
efficiency, and adherence to the college or university mission. 
Rationality highlights formal aspects of the organization such as 
accounting systems, job descriptions, centralization, computer 
security, and information systems. Indeed, information technology 
plays an important role in facilitating information flow and 
improving efficiency. It has heightened the decision-making 
capabilities of organizational leaders, streamlined paperwork 
procedures by posting forms online, provided searchable imaging 
systems rather than paper storage, and allowed institutions to 
process data more quickly. The number of information technology 
offices headed by at least an assistant vice president/provost 
indicates IT's importance in enabling organizational goals. 
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