
VU Research Portal

Mental models on organizational change in African higher education

Maassen, E.P.H.M.

2015

document version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Link to publication in VU Research Portal

citation for published version (APA)
Maassen, E. P. H. M. (2015). Mental models on organizational change in African higher education: A qualitative
case study at Copperbelt University in Zambia. [, Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam]. VU Vrije Universiteit.

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

            • Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study or research.
            • You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
            • You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal ?

Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately
and investigate your claim.

E-mail address:
vuresearchportal.ub@vu.nl

Download date: 24. May. 2023

https://research.vu.nl/en/publications/9ff7202e-3e94-4a0b-9748-edb7a05f5708


English summary 
Introduction 

 

This  dissertation  is  about  mental  models  on  organizational  change  in  African  higher 

education, with a qualitative case study at Copperbelt University (CBU) in Zambia. I have 

studied the dominant mental models of the local staff about three organizational changes: 

Decentralization, performance appraisal and strategic planning & implementation. My main 

research question is formulated as follows: 
 

What are the dominant mental models about organizational change at Copperbelt 

University in Zambia, and how do they relate to existing theoretical insights about 

organizational change in sub-Saharan Africa? 
 
With this research question, I hope to contribute to theory development about management 

and organizational change in sub-Saharan Africa (SSA). Existing theoretical insights about 

management and change in SSA are limited (Jackson, 2004; Ndongko, 1999), often based on 

large scale culture studies (Hofstede, 1980, 2001; Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, 1998; 

House et al, 2004; Schwartz, 1994, 1999), often overly generalizing (Abudu, 1986; Ahiauzu, 

1986; Binet, 1970; Iguisi, 1997; Nnadozie, 2001; Nzelibe, 1986; Osuntokun, 2004), and 

sometimes apply Anglo-American management theories in African contexts (Blunt & Jones, 

1997; Edoho, 2001; Ugwuegbu, 2001; Waiguchu et al., 1999). With my empirical study at 

CBU, I hope to go beyond these culture-based generalizations and provide new insights that 

can  help  us  to  improve  our  understanding of  organizational  change  in  African  higher 

education. In order to answer the research question, I have developed a descriptive format of a 

mental model (see chapter 2). I have borrowed the term ‘mental model’ from Senge (1990), 

which is based on the studies from Argyris & Schön (1974) about espoused theories and 

theories-in-use. 
 
Research methodology 

 

I have designed this study as a single case study, combined with grounded theory (Corbin & 

Strauss, 2008; Eisenhardt, 1989; Locke, 2001). My exploration of mental models should be 

considered as an attempt to capture intersubjective experiences (Suddaby, 2006) with the 

organizational changes under study. Eventually, as  a  next  step in  data analysis, I have 
 
identified  patterns  (Eisenhardt  &  Graebner,  2007)  for  the  dominant  mental  models  of 

different  informant  groups.  I  conducted  a  pilot  study  (chapter  5),  two  participative 

observations and three rounds of interviews (39 interviews in total) including think-aloud 

protocols (Ericsson & Simon, 1985). In addition, I conducted five validation workshops, 

covering the input of 47 informants in total. I have analyzed the data through open coding, 

axial coding and selective coding, which helped me to come up with meaningful codes and 

categories. I have developed data structures for every component of the various mental 

models. The research methodology is described and explained in chapter 2. Before data 

collection, I have explored the nascent literature on organizational change in SSA, which 



means that my research cannot be considered as purely inductive, but should be viewed as 

abductive, where data and existing theory are being considered in tandem (Gioia, Corley & 

Hamilton, 2012). The exploration of relevant literature is provided in chapter 3. 
 
Research setting 

 

The Republic of Zambia is a beautiful and interesting landlocked country in Southern Africa, 

that derived its name from the Zambezi river which flows through the country (Grant, 2009). 

Zambia is  among the  poorest countries in  the  world  with  a  disastrous  economy and  a 

generally weak government (Wischmann, 2007). CBU is located in Kitwe, a provincial town 

in the middle of the copper mining region in Zambia. CBU is a relatively small public 

university established in 1987, and consists of eight schools, nearly 900 staff members and 

some 10.000 students. CBU is governed by the university council but suffers from regular 

interference by the government. The research setting is described and explained in chapter 4. 
 
Leadership, management and organizational change at CBU 

 

Perceptions and interpretations of organizational change in the recent past at CBU are not 

overly positive. Among many informants, there is a lot of negativity about the dilapidated 

infrastructure  and  facilities,  institutional  ineffectiveness  and  administrative  inefficiency. 

Nevertheless, CBU has grown substantially during the last ten years, in terms of schools, 

programs, staff and students, and a lot of institution building has been done, in terms of new 

policies,  statutes  and  procedures.  Top  management  has  pushed  all  these  developments 

forward, but does not receive many credits for these achievements. In fact, critique prevails, 

especially with regards to authoritarianism and excessive centralization, exclusive decision- 

making, the lack of transparency, and alleged corruption. This has resulted in widespread 
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distrust and fear among large numbers of staff. The various perceptions and interpretations of 

organizational  change  at  CBU,  including  new  (positively  and  negatively  perceived) 

developments, have resulted in a collection of constraining and enabling factors, which is 

described and explained in chapter 6. 
 
Dominant  mental  models  on  decentralization, performance  appraisal  and  strategic 

planning & implementation 

Many informants (especially from the schools)  wish  for  full-fledged decentralization of 
 

financial management and decision-making, but it does not happen. Indeed, it has been 

argued that CBU has become more centralized in recent years. There are too many (cultural, 

organizational and external) constraints against decentralization (see chapter 7). With regards 

to performance appraisal, things have changed substantially at CBU. Under the previous 

leadership, a  system  for  performance appraisal  was  much  feared  and  resisted  by  large 

numbers of staff. The new leadership involved the unions and the staff in the development of 

the PMS, and organized sensitization workshops for its implementation – which materialized 

in 2013 (see chapter 8). Implementation of strategic plans has never been very successful at 

CBU. Under the previous leadership, the implementation of the strategic plan was largely left 



in the hands of the operational units, without much leadership (and resources) from top 

management. As a result, not much happened; everybody lost a sense of direction, the lack of 

progress was kept silent, and everybody stopped talking about it. Under the new leadership, a 

new strategic plan has been made with more realistic targets, top management wants to drive 

the process and make resources available (see chapter 9). 
 
Integration of the research findings 

 

A huge gap exists between top management and the schools, which severely affects the 

organizational changes  under study. Under  the  previous leadership, there were negative 

undercurrents, distrust and  fear, which made ‘everything’ difficult in  the eyes  of  many 

informants (from lower- and middle management, and staff). This somewhat changed for the 

better, since the new VC/DVC were appointed (in 2012). However, in 2014 complaints about 

authoritarian  leadership  started  to  rise  again.  In  order  to  deal  with  (perceptions  of) 

authoritarianism, exclusion, distrust and fear, allegiances and favoritism, staff members at 

CBU have developed obedient, defiant and intermediate coping strategies. Obedient coping 

strategies are believed to benefit the individual, as rewards and favors can be expected in 
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return  for  an  uncritical  attitude towards  top  management. Defiant  coping strategies  are 

believed to benefit the institution, but repercussions and sanctions can be expected, in return 

for criticism and negative feedback towards top management. Mental models are based on 

experiences in the (recent) past; people hold on to perceptions and interpretations that have 

developed over time, and seem to be very persistent (Labianca et al, 2000). With regards to 

decentralization and strategic planning & implementation, pre-existing beliefs about power 

and  leadership  have  been  confirmed, which  generates a  barrier  to  change. Considering 

performance appraisal, some cognitive reorientation (Balogun, 2007) seems to have taken 

place, although most cultural constraints are believed to be still valid, and may undermine 

mental model change in the long run (see chapter 10). 
 
Discussion and conclusions 

 

Studies on organizations and organizational change in SSA are often informed by the large 

scale culture studies (for instance Hofstede, 1980, 2001), but my empirical findings show that 

institutional factors (Adeleye, 2011), power (Campbell, 2004; Claeyé, 2012; Ho & Im, 2013) 

and national/contextual characteristics (Tsui et al, 2007) are perhaps equally (or even more) 

important as culture (Jackson, 2011). The explanatory power and practical value of the large 

scale  culture  studies  for  the  case  study  at  CBU  remains  limited  (Jacob,  2005).  Many 

characteristics of leadership and management at CBU clearly resemble the post-colonial 

management system described by Jackson (2004). Perceptions of authoritarianism, excessive 

centralization, various elements of negative work mentality (such as low job centrality, low 

commitment, the lack of pro-activity and weak time management), corruption and avoidance 

of  feedback  are  largely  convergent  with  existing  theoretical  insights  about  leadership, 

management and organizational change in SSA. The study of three organizational changes at 



CBU has  delivered empirical insights that are to  some extent convergent with existing 

theoretical insights about organizational change in HEIs in SSA. Decentralization in HEIs in 

SSA is rare, for reasons that can be recognized at CBU too (Naidoo, 2002; Ndegwa, 2002). 

Performance appraisal is a relatively new phenomenon in the public sector in many countries 

in SSA, and its application in HEIs is surrounded by many constraints (Karuhanga & Werner, 

2013; Bawole, 2013) that are also relevant for CBU. Strategic planning & administration at 
 

HEIs in SSA is often problematic, and also here, CBU is no exception (Farrant & Afonso, 
 

1997;  Sawyerr,  2004).  Despite  these  commonalities,  there  also  (cultural,  contextual, 

institutional) differences, which are important for the study of organizational change at CBU. 
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In relation to the literature on ‘Western’ HEIs, CBU differs in many ways. This is partly due 

 

to the different culture and context in which CBU operates. In Birnbaum’s (1988) terms, 

CBU can be considered as a bureaucracy, as opposed to the collegium and the political model 

which are prevalent in ‘Western’ universities (Kezar, 2001). With regards to organizational 

change, evolutionary models in combination with the political model and the teleological 

model seem  to  be  the most  appropriate to  explain organizational change at  CBU.  Top 

management prefers centralist, top-down and direct implementation of planned change – 

instead of leading a continuous change process through the management of their deans and 

directors.  Whereas  levels  of  centralization  and  decentralization  can  be  considered  as 

temporary and intermittent stages of a pendulum that causes fierce debates in ‘Western’ HEIs 

(Jongbloed et al, 1999), there is no such debate at CBU. Although performance appraisal has 

become a normal feature of modern HRM in ‘Western’ HEIs, it is a new phenomenon at 

CBU, constrained by specific cultural values. The relevance of Western theory on strategic 

planning & implementation for CBU is constrained by the context of structural poverty 

(Hayward,  2008),  dependence  on   government  funding,  government  interference  and 

unexpected strikes by staff and students, which may disrupt planning efforts for a long time 

(Farrant & Afonso, 1997). These differences have far-reaching implications for international 

consultants who collaborate with CBU and similar organizations in Zambia and in SSA. 


