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As modern-day universities assumed the role as pathways to knowledge society and economy,
research productivity becomes an indicator for institutional prestige. Big or small, teaching-oriented
or otherwise, almost all kinds of universities of this age attempt to involve in research activities.
However, Ethiopian universities are allegedly unable to develop a productive research culture to live
up to expectations. The roles of faculty members in contributing to the knowledge production
particularly in the case university often hampered by such factors as poor research capability and
weak research culture. Although initiatives are being taken by the government and the university to
invigorate research productivity, the participation of faculty members is inadequate. Therefore, this
study picked organisational culture (OC) to investigate why research is accorded insufficient attention
at Mekelle University (MU). The OC perspective is chosen because culture is holistic and pivotal for
a coherent interpretation of what appears to be atomistic events and factors in isolation.

The study highlights the perceptions of faculty members of MU towards the role of OC in their
research performance. It employed qualitative methodology and accompanying data collection
methods, namely individual interviews and document analysis. Edgar Schein’s levels of culture and
William Tierney’s OC dimensions are used as an analytical framework. The study found that different
OC typologies describe MU’s OC or no dominant culture that guides the behaviour of academics is
detected. The findings of the study, moreover, reveal that the overall OC of the university has decisive
roles in the research performance of faculty members. Without research-friendly OC, faculty
members’ interest in research and innate scientific ability are not enough to improve research
performance. It is believed that the general OC guides the actions of the faculty (i.e. what issues to
focus on and how). The study also discerns a mismatch between the research aspirations, strategies
and propositions of the university and the espoused values and assumptions of faculty members.
Furthermore, the study analysed the views towards the role of disciplinary differences in research
performance. Here, two views standout. In one group, it is argued that the core reasons for
performance variation among faculty members are attributed to situational factors. By contrast, there
is a view that differences in style, processes, methods and techniques of researching have significant
roles in the research performance of faculty members. In sum, despite MU aspires to be a centre of
excellence in research, the perception of the faculty and the practice on the ground show that research
1s not yet an institutional priority compared to other activities of the university.

Keywords: Organisational culture, research performance, faculty’s perception, Mekelle University,
Ethiopian public universities
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Chapter 1: Introduction

This chapter presents the background, statement of the problem, objectives, research questions,
significance and scope of the study. Definition of key terms is also given to provide their
intended meaning in the study.

1.1. Background of the study

The emergence of a global knowledge economy means that higher education institutions (HEIs)
are assigned global importance with roles of generating and transforming knowledge into wider
social and economic benefits (Molla & Gale, 2014). They are given the lead in the process of
knowledge discovery and dissemination (Kpolovie & Dorgu, 2019). Similarly, Ethiopian public
universities are at the heart of the country’s socio-economic and political development(s) and
knowledge-driven poverty reduction strategies (Molla & Gale, 2014). Doing socially beneficial
researches stands at the pinnacle of their missions. However, one of the biggest challenges in
Ethiopian public universities is to enhance their research performance' to match their role as
engines of socio-economic and political developments. Despite the considerable government
efforts, the Ethiopian public universities have weak research performance to address local,
national and global needs (Stafford, 2011; Woldegiyorgis, 2019). It can be due to multiple
reasons: poor funding, shortage of capable researchers, lack of responsiveness to the
development needs of the country, poor-quality research output, and, generally, poor research
tradition (Education Sector Development Program V (ESDP V) of the Federal Mistry of
Education — MoE (2015); Nega & Kassaye, 2018; Tamrat & Teferra, 2018). Together with
these factors, another crucial factor that would explain the insufficient research productivity of
(Ethiopian public) universities is organisational culture (OC). However, the OC perspective to
analyse faculty’s research performance seems to be overlooked by researchers. Of course, all
the mentioned factors are under the auspice of OC, because as a lived experience, culture
influences the actions of all actors in an organisation. Culture is among the decisive factors to
understand faculty commitment and performance (Sokugawa, 1996). It “will serve to explain
virtually every event that occurs within an organization” (Tierney, 1988, p. 2), in essence,
holistically and comprehensively.

Although culture, indeed, is a lived experience of members of an organisation, it is only in the
late 1970s and at the beginning of the 1980s that “organizational scholars began paying serious
attention” to the concept (Cameron & Quinn, 2006, p. 16; McAuley et al., 2007; Morrill, 2008;
Trudel, 2019). As scholars argue, one of the main reasons that OC had not been a focus of
organisational researchers is that culture encompasses “taken-for-granted values, underlying
assumptions, expectations, collective memories, and definitions present in an organization”
(Cameron & Quinn, 2006, p. 16). Therefore, because the concept of OC has many facets and is
knotty (Tierney & Lanford, 2018; Tierney, 1988), different writers define it differently based
on the dimensions they need to emphasise (Morrill, 2008; Taye et al., 2019). These “widely
varying definitions and standards for understanding culture” created as much confusion as
insight (Tierney, 1988, p. 2).

However, notwithstanding the concept of OC is still inexact, there are agreements among many
scholars on its basic assumptions, for example, values, perspectives and beliefs shared by

11n this study research performance refers to the act of active participation in research projects; “publishing an
article in an academic or professional journal; publishing or editing, individually or in collaboration, a book or
monograph; publishing a book review; or delivering a paper at a professional meeting” (Pellino et al., 1984
cited in Aydin, 2017, p. 313; see also Creswell, 1985).



organisational members (Cai, 2008; Gebremeskel, 2018; Schein, 2004) and behaviours that
guide the general practices and actions of a given organisation. Culture from a group or
organisational perspective can be defined as
a pattern of shared basic assumptions that was learned by a group as it solved its problems
of external adaptation and internal integration, that has worked well enough to be
considered valid and, therefore, to be taught to new members as the correct way to
perceive, think, and feel in relation to those problems (Schein, 2004, p. 17).

Generally, OC refers to all aspects of an organisation that determine its social and psychological
contexts (Coman & Bonciu, 2016; Lacatus, 2013; Meek, 1988). Mainly, because “there is no
such thing as a human nature independent of culture” (Geertz, 1973, p. 49), the effectiveness
and sustainability of an organisation depend on how its culture is defined and framed (Kuh &
Whitt, 1988; Trudel, 2019; Zaqiri & Alija, 2016) in the minds of its members. The culture and
structure of an organisation are, therefore, socially created (Meek, 1988). For example, in a
university context, OC manifests itself through mission, shared values, communication
strategies, working environment, bureaucratic procedures, leadership, personalities, and nature
of the human relationship. All these issues are constructions of the internal and external actors
of the institution. Thus, (organisational) culture in higher education is defined as
the collective, mutually shaping patterns of norms, values, practices, beliefs, and
assumptions that guide the behavior of individuals and groups in an institute of higher
education and provide a frame of reference within which to interpret the meaning of
events and actions on and off campus (Kuh & Whitt, 1988, pp. 28-29).
Since it emphasises the normative influences of culture on the behaviour or actions of actors in
a university context, this definition fits the aim of the study (Ibid). This study investigates the
values, norms, beliefs and assumptions that guide the research activities of faculties (in MU)
based on the interpretations they attribute to the important dimensions of OC — i.e. mission,
leadership, communication, decision-making (strategy) and working environment.

As the definitions heretofore indicate and described by scholars, “culture is an abstraction”
(Schein, 2004, p. 3), elusive and complex (Wallach, 1983), and “undetectable most of the time”
(Cameron & Quinn, 2006, p. 17). However, the forces generated from it are powerful (Geertz,
1973; Schein, 2004). Culture is also all-embracing (Cameron & Quinn, 2006; Meek, 1988). A
culture of an organisation refers to all of its operations (Schein, 2004). Therefore, OC is the
most powerful phenomenon that influences the functioning of an organisation. However, it is
impractical to include all aspects of culture (Cameron & Quinn, 2006; Meek, 1988; Schein,
2004) to investigate its role in faculty’s research performance in the case university. “Cultural
analysis is intrinsically incomplete”; it even becomes patchy when it gets deeper (Geertz, 1973,
p.- 29; Schein, 2004). Simultaneously, it is vital to underline that the study does not assume
culture as a single variable (Meek, 1988; Reiman & Oedewald, 2002). Hence, to balance
between grasping the comprehensiveness of culture and ensuring the study feasibility,
dissecting the concept “into manageable proportions” is pivotal (Meek, 1988, p. 465).

Therefore, the study focuses on the core cultural forces or dimensions: the social and physical
environment, mission, leadership, communication, strategy, espoused values and taken-for-
granted assumptions. According to Tierney (1988), these are essential dimensions? to explicate
the culture of any university or college. These key cultural concepts are strong forces that shape
the performance of universities as organisations. However, it is vital to note that the study
concentrates on these dimensions, mainly, to reduce its scope to its manageable form and focus

2 See the ‘analytical framework’ for further discussions of the key concepts.
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on OC attributes apt to explain a university context, not because the framework is
comprehensive than others. As scholars (e.g., Cameron & Quinn, 2006; Marcoulides & Heck,
1993) state, there is no one framework considered to be right or inclusive to comprehend all
aspects of an organisation’s culture, particularly, in the case of institutions as big as MU which
consists of diverse groups of employees, tasks and knowledge domain.

MU is one of the biggest public universities in Ethiopia. It has seven colleges and 11 institutes
(see chapter 4). Since its establishment, it has proved to be among the fastest-growing
universities in Ethiopia. Owing to the unrelenting demands from stakeholders and its ambition
to become one of the best universities in Africa by 2025, the university has been experiencing
comprehensive changes in the past many years (Mehari, 2016). Its ultimate goal is to pursue
standards of excellence in teaching, research and community service for the betterment of
society (www.mu.edu.et). Therefore, one can argue that the success and failure of the
mentioned vision and mission of the university are determined by the values and behaviours
that guide its general practices, things valued in the organisation, employees’ norms,
assumptions and actions — which is called OC. As a key factor that influences the daily routines
of its employees, OC can define the ways how to realise MU’s overall vision, goals and
strategies (Zheng et al., 2010). However, considering the poor research culture of Ethiopian
public universities in general (Abera, 2018; Tamrat, 2019; Woldegiyorgis, 2019) and MU, in
particular (Sahle, 2009; Weldemichael, 2014), it is imperative to focus on the role of OC on its
research activities. As a corollary, exploring the issue from the perspective of individuals is
essential because OC is a great tapestry (Kuh & Whitt, 1988) that shapes the beliefs and actions
of its faculty members, which in turn influences the overall performance of the university.
Moreover, according to Zheng et al., OC “does not directly lend its influence on organizational
effectiveness; rather, it exerts its influence through shaping the behavior of organizational
members” (2010, p. 765). Thus, to explore the role of culture on MU’s research productivity,
this study enquires: how do faculty members perceive the role of OC in their research
performance?

1.2. Statement of the problem and justification for the study

Although OC has received sufficient attention from the business sector as a key factor in
organisational performance, there is, generally, a lack of cultural research in higher education
regarding the connection between OC and research performance. As one of the pillars of HEISs,
research is under the auspices of organisational values and norms (Creswell, 1985). However,
the OC perspective as a holistic analytical perspective is not often employed to analyse research
activities in universities. The growing volume of literature on the theme of OC concentrates on
the influence of culture on the overall performance of organisations (universities) (e.g., Hilman
& Siam, 2014; Smart & St. John, 1996; Taye et al., 2019; Tierney, 1988; Warter, 2019) instead
of on particular issues such as employees’ research performance. Moreover, the studies that
focus on research practice in HEIs associate research productivity with such factors as
professional commitment and organisational loyalty (Jauch, Glueck, & Osborn, 1978), age
(Albert et al., 2016; Over, 1982), conceptions of research or how academics view research
(Brew et al., 2016), academic affiliation (Long et al., 1998), gender (Albert et al., 2016;
Ogbogu, 2009), time management and academic rank (White et al., 2012), and consolidated vs.
non-consolidated teams (Rey-Rocha et al., 2002); which concentrate on individual factors while
OC as part of the key factors in research performance is often overlooked.

Most of the factors mentioned here indeed are attributes of OC. However, the studies do not
embody the nub of OC for a couple of reasons. First, these factors are carved up into discrete
pieces. Studies that focus on research productivity in higher education usually stringently
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classify factors into two broad groups — individual and institutional (Aydin, 2017; Feyera et al.,
2017; Ndege et al., 2011). Dichotomising the dynamics as such would risk treating personal
and organisational factors as discrete elements independent of cultural influences as a common
denominator. Thus, according to Creswell (1985) and Edgar and Geare (2013), many studies
on research performance focus on individuals’ innate scientific ability. Yet, success in research
is determined by more than individuals’ brilliance (Sawyerr, 2004, p. 216; Yang, 2017). For
example, without research-friendly academic culture, even top-flight talents will be wasted
(Bland & Ruffin, 1992; Creswell, 1985; Gordon, 2014). Research performance is dependent on
both individuals’ innate scientific ability (intrinsic motivation) and organisational conditions.
Therefore, one fundamental task to fill this gap is to look into a factor that can consolidate the
atomistic factors suggested by different studies, which is what this thesis aimed to do by
focussing on OC.

Second, methodologically, most studies measure (research) performance quantitatively. Even
studies that focus on employees’ perceptions of OC (e.g., Chatterjee et al., 2018; Hofstede et
al., 1993; Kleijnen et al., 2009; Lok et al., 2005; O’Toole, 2002; Terzi, 2016) favour to quantify
individuals’ views. In other words, despite research activities operate in a socio-cultural
context, many studies regarding research productivity concentrate on bibliometric analysis of
faculty’s research output (Gordon, 2014). The cultural perspective of research practice is
overlooked, and little attention is extended to the qualitative interpretation of actors’
perceptions. Therefore, although cultural analysis is not a panacea for all organisational
problems vis-a-vis research performance, since it is pivotal for a holistic understanding
(Cameron & Quinn, 2006) of human behaviour, OC can be a core analytical tool to contribute
its share in the effort to fill the existing empirical and/or research gaps. Hence, based on the
views of its respondents, this study aims to qualitatively explore the role of OC in the research
performance of faculties.

Culture is holistic (a whole that is more than the sum of its parts) by its nature (Hofstede et al.,
2010; Vasyakin et al., 2016). Thus, the cultural perspective enhances a coherent interpretation
of what appears to be atomistic events in isolation (Kuh & Whitt, 1988). For example,
“Institutional culture is both a process and a product” (Kuh & Whitt, 1988, p. 6). Kuh and Whitt
note that as a process, culture shapes and is shaped by interactions of people. As a product,
culture reflects, inter alia, the behaviour of the faculty. Thus, considering the influence of OC
on human beliefs, experiences and actions (Wallach, 1983), investigating the research
performance of a university through the performance of its employees is among the imperative
approaches. This is because: first, an organisation’s knowledge of its actions stems from the
“concerted meshing” of employees’ “individual images of self and others” and their activities
in the context of collective interaction (Argyris & Schon, 1978, p. 16). Second, at its deepest
level, OC is a cognitive phenomenon (Ng’ang’a & Nyongesa, 2012). Third, employees are
raison d'étre of organisations. Therefore, according to Ristino and Michalak, “if management
is to harness the power of culture to improve their organizational performance, it behoves them
to recognize [...] dimensions of culture that employees report most influence their perceptions
of their workworld” (2018, p. 295, italics original). Concurrently, because OC shapes
individuals’ decision-making, working process, and problem-solving actions (Beytekin et al.,
2010; Birnbaum, 1988), it is vital to examine the relationship between OC of HEIs and their
research performance based on perceptions of faculties (Tierney, 1988). However, as was
argued, compared to other forms of studies on this theme, its role in research productivity
remains to be one of the areas largely unexplored (Edgar & Geare, 2013). Particularly in African
universities where research is accorded insufficient attention (Njuguna & Itegi, 2013), the OC
perspective would have helped investigate the context critically.



As Teferra and Greijn aver, “[r]esearch is often the weakest and most neglected component of
higher education in Africa” (2010, p. 6; Gordon, 2014). Academics’ research productivity in
Africa is significantly lower than the world average (Kpolovie & Dorgu, 2019; Njuguna & Itegi,
2013). The Ethiopian higher education system is also characterised by poor research
performance even by African standards (Boateng, 2020; Deuren et al., 2015; Woldegiyorgis,
2019). Research participation of faculty members in public universities is insufficient (Sahle,
2009; Woldegiyorgis, 2019). Academic publishing in even leading public universities (e.g.,
MU) is considered a subsidiary activity, and therefore research is given “marginal attention”
(Abera, 2018, p. 96). People attribute the problem mainly to poor funding, insufficient research
skills, and lack of clear research priorities and agenda (Tesfatsion, 2011; Tesfa, 2015;
Weldemichael, 2014; Woldegiyorgis, 2019; Yallew, 2020; Zeleke & Beyene, 2015). However,
notwithstanding scholars believe that culture is crucial to holistically (combining
cognitive/agentic and institutional factors) explain such an institutional problem, a thorough
examination into researches done in the Ethiopian context show that OC is rarely mentioned as
a decisive organisational factor vis-a-vis research performance. Hence, it must accord attention.

Given the impressive expansion of HEIs in Ethiopia, the number of studies on OC in
universities is trifling. Of these small numbers of studies, most of them focus, for example, on
OC in line with job satisfaction (Tesfatsion, 2011; Zeleke & Beyene, 2015); the relationship
between OC and implementation of management innovations (Gebremeskel, 2018); the
influence of OC on university-industry linkage (Rani & Tufa, 2019); and leadership styles and
job satisfaction in public universities (Kebede & Demeke, 2017). However, although it is
believed that developing countries like Ethiopia do have immature research culture (Tesfa,
2015), this study does not find scholarly works on the implication of OC on research practices
of public universities. The dearth of scholarly works on the issue is even higher if we zoom in
on university teachers’ perspective towards the role of OC in their research performance. MU,
as an integral part of the country’s higher education system, is not immune to the problem.
Indeed, MU has a lot of progress in recent years (Mehari, 2016; Yallew, 2020). However, the
research performance of its academic staff is still sluggish (Abera, 2018; Sahle, 2009;
Weldemichael, 2014). For example, in 2013, not more than 25 articles were published among
its 1456 faculty members (Weldemichael, 2014). Against this backdrop, MU is recently
designated as a research-intensive university. With the nominal research productivity® of its
faculty, it is hard to imagine how the university will live up to the hype as a major research
university. Hence, studies in this regard are imperative.

Nonetheless, despite the resoluteness of the issue, to date, the study found only two thesis works
that assess research practice in MU. The thesis titled “Research Practice in Public Universities
of Ethiopia; The Case of Mekelle University” by Weldemichael (2014) analysed the overall
research context at MU. The other by Kiflom Sahle (2009) focuses on research undertaking in
MU. Among others, the studies found that lack of research fund and facilities, poor management
support, teaching load, and shortage of committed staff are the key factors that influence
research practice (Sahle, 2009; Weldemichael, 2014). However, along with these seemingly
atomistic factors, the overarching OC that serves to explain almost all endeavours in an
organisation and the influence on actors comes into play (Kuh & Whitt, 1988; Tierney, 1988).
Therefore, the purpose and justification to investigate this topic are that the interaction among

3 Due to the similarities between the essences of research productivity and research performance, the study
uses the terms ‘productivity’ and ‘performance’ interchangeably (Creswell, 1985).
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individual faculties, the ‘social facts’* and the core cultural forces (see theoretical framework)
that manifest through the OC affect the research productivity of the case university. Scrutinising
this interaction from the perspective of the faculty would, thus, be pivotal. As Cameron and
Quinn (2006) state, change in OC depends on the willingness and implementation of behaviours
by organisational members. Individuals’ willingness to implement behaviour also relies on their
perceptions of the culture of their organisation. Meaning, since the congruence between patterns
of institutional and individual values determine organisational success (Goodman & Svyantek,
1999; Trudel, 2019; Tuan, 2010; Wilkins & Ouchi, 1983), exploring the perception or the values
and underlying assumptions faculties hold about the role of OC in their research performance
is indispensable.

Accordingly, unlike studies that use quantitative methods and treat individual and institutional
factors as discrete elements that influence research productivity, this study analyses the role of
OC (a holistic organisational factor) on a specific and context-bound issue of an organisation
(research performance) from the perspective of individual actors (the perception of faculties).
Therefore, it brings a couple of additional justifications for that the topic is worth researching.
Primarily, in addition to its holistic nature, the cultural perspective helps scrutinise the actors’
lived-experiences of research practice. Culture is the essence of our human-ness. Human studies
are also founded on revealing the relation between lived-experience, expression and
understanding (Dilthey, 1910, as cited in Stake, 2000, p. 19). Secondly, any change in an
organisation needs culture audits. Since analysing OC is a critical initial point (Trudel, 2019),
this study can serve as OC audit regarding research habits of the faculty at MU. Therefore,
based on the core cultural dimensions — social and physical environment, mission, leadership,
forms of communication and strategy/decision-making — this qualitative exploratory single-
case study aims to analyse values and taken-for-granted assumptions of the faculty about the
role of OC in their research performance. Thus, capturing the thoughts and feelings of faculty
members is vital to see culture beyond its observable manifestations and to investigate the issue
from the insiders’ (emic) perspective.

1.3. Research objective

The underlying objective of this study is to explore the perceptions of Mekelle University
faculty members towards the role of OC in their research performance. As was argued, OC
studies in the realm of business organisations are fairly common. However, the essence of
culture or OC applied less frequently to investigate organisational performance in general and
organisational research performance, in particular, in the context of HEIs. Most importantly,
because culture influences organisations through the people in them, the study concentrates on
elucidating the perceptions of faculty members on the issue.

1.4. Research questions

To explore the issues described in the statement of the problem, the study poses the following
three research questions:

RQ1: What is the OC in Mekelle University?

RQ2: How do faculty members describe the role of subcultures in their research performance?
RQ3: How do faculty members of Mekelle University perceive the role of OC (i.e. working
environment, decision-making and leadership, communication, mission, and organisational
aspirations and employees’ assumptions) in their research performance?

4 Social facts are the beliefs, tendencies and practices of a group taken collectively, but they are independent of
the individual (Durkheim, 1982).



The first research question aims to describe the organisational culture of the case university. In
the OC literature, there are two lines of enquiry regarding the role of OC towards organisational
performance — the dominant culture type and the organisational culture strength (Smart & St.
John, 1996). The dominant culture type hypothesis argues that organisations have dominant
cultures that drive their actions. For example, the competing value framework (CVF) classifies
OC typologies into four (clan, adhocracy, market, and hierarchy), and the performance of a
particular organisation is determined based on the type(s) of culture it has (Cameron & Quinn,
2006). The ‘strong culture’ hypothesis, however, believes that organisational performance is
determined based on “the degree of values consistency among members” (Bess & Dee, 2008,
p. 375) and the alignment of the perceptions and beliefs of the actors with the goals and strategies
of the university. Thus, the purpose of the first research question is to explore the dominant OC
(if any) or to identify attributes of different OC typologies at work from the perspective of
faculty members; and based on the strategies, goals and mission of the university. It is crucial
to identify the different cultural dimensions associated with the research practice at the
university.

When it comes to the second research question, the increase in the size of any organisation most
likely creates subunits. MU, as one of the biggest public universities in Ethiopia, has many
colleges and institutes which consist of diverse academic disciplines. Thus, as Burton Clark
states because schools/faculties “reflect the different technologies and work patterns their
respective occupations and the values and norms institutionalized in those fields”, distinctive
cultures bound to arise (1980, p. 8). Thus, although it is widely believed that the overall OC is
a mediator of the general context, subcultural priorities, values and traditions are also equally
important for the actors. Along with the overall OC, subcultures that are created due to
disciplinary differences have pivotal roles in the research performance of the faculty (Becher,
1994). Accordingly, it was among the aims of this study to investigate how faculty members
describe the role of disciplinary differences in their research performance. Therefore, the
purpose of RQ2 is twofold: first, to understand if faculty members attribute research
performance differences among themselves to disciplinary differences (in addition to other
factors). Second, to scrutinise the views of the respondents on the dynamics between
subcultures and the overall OC so that to explore the holistic role of culture on their behaviour.

Finally, since the views of the respondents for the first two research questions provide a
foundation for the study (because understanding the general features of an OC and the
subcultures within it is a basis to pinpoint the role of culture in an organisational context on the
actions of actors), the study then poses the third (and the main) research question — to understand
how faculty members of Mekelle University perceive the role of OC in their research
performance. It helped to know the perceptions of faculty members towards the role of the
organisational ideals that guide their actions and of the shared assumptions on their behaviours.
Unearthing such perception is crucial because “our lack of understanding about the role of
organizational culture in improving [...] institutional performance inhibits our ability to address
the challenges that face higher education” (Tierney, 1988, p. 4). A deep understanding of the
views of faculties towards the role of OC in their research performance is, thus, a step forward
to identify challenges against the research productivity of the case university. The rationale is
that through the analysis of the views of faculties about their university’s culture, one can
ascertain ways of thinking, feeling and acting which they believe are appropriate to pursue their
goals. Thereby, by exploring the role of the culture of the organisation on the productivity of
faculty members, it is possible to manage the cultural traits that form the overall OC (Cameron
& Quinn, 2006) vis-a-vis the research performance of the university.



1.5. Significance of the study

An organisation, as a group, can be assumed as a cultural construct (Meek, 1988). Culture also
influences individual choices in academic institutions (Bess & Dee, 2008). Thus, analysing the
perceptions held by faculty members on the role of OC in their research endeavours will endow
administrators with the necessary information to solve some challenges regarding research
activities at the case university. If universities want to be successful in their research
performance, they should know how to do it. To do so, they should understand the missing links
their employees report regarding the bigger picture of the OC. However, studies overlook the
OC perspective while concentrating on other factors influencing research performance.
Therefore, especially in the Ethiopian context where universities vie for research excellence,
understanding the views of the actors on some of the dimensions of OC (e.g., strategy and
leadership, communication, mission, and working environment) provides clues on how to
tackle the challenges regarding research productivity. In other words, this study would
contribute its share to the need for evidence-based research-related decisions in the case of MU
and in the Ethiopian higher education system at large, which undergoes rapid expansion and
reform.

Moreover, because it is embedded in the very roots of an organisation's existence, culture is a
decisive factor for organisational success. OC can, thus, be taken as a baseline for actions in an
organisation (Coman & Bonciu, 2016). For example, according to Tierney, “an organization's
culture is reflected in what is done, how it is done, and who is involved in doing it” (1988, p.
3). Therefore, by describing the perceived role of OC on the research performance of faculties
of the named university, the study sheds light on the symbiotic relationships between the
holistic influence of OC and the research performance of the university. It, in turn, is vital to
functionally align the organisational values of the university with its strategies. Finally, most
organisational or institutional studies focus on the macro and meso level analysis (Cai &
Mehari, 2015; Ristino & Michalak, 2018) or system-wide issue (Becher & Trowler, 2001). This
study, however, intends to fill a niche in the micro-level analysis of organisational studies.

1.6. Delimitation or scope of the study

Here scope or delimitation refers to the spatial boundary and conceptual delimitation of the
study. Physically, this study is delimited to MU, one of the first-generation public universities
in Ethiopia. Recently, it is designated as one of the eight research-intensive public universities.
Some leaders of the university claim that this is an acknowledgement for its current research
endeavours and promising future. Although MU is among the top public universities in the
country, it is still part of a higher education system where research is given little attention.
Moreover, it is not at the level where local communities and the Ethiopia society at large want
it to be. For a deeper understanding of the issue, the study delimits its scope on three purposively
selected colleges — Social Sciences and Languages (CSSL), Natural and Computational
Sciences (CNCS) and Health Sciences (CHS).

Conceptually, the study focusses on OC vis-a-vis research performance. As one can understand
from the voluminous literature, OC, particularly in a university context, often discussed in
relation to overall organisational performance. Hence, discussing the issue with a specific
aspect of a university (i.e. research practices) is a gap that needs urgent filling. Concerning
target groups, the study explores the perceptions of faculty members in MU towards the role of
OC 1n research performance. It focusses on perceptions of faculties because, in its deepest
sense, culture is a cognitive process that demands the elucidation of opinions of the culture
bearers. Moreover, how faculties view their world within the university determines how they
should act because the agency is decisive for any change in an organisation (Becher & Trowler,
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2001). Thus, focussing the scope of the study on their perceptions is crucial to take a deeper
look into the issue.

1.7. Definition of key terms
To make the discussion clear, some key terms need to be operationalised according to their
usage in the study.

Organisational culture: refers to “norms, values, and ideologies that are created, shaped, and
sustained in an organization” (Tierney, 2008, p. 27). It refers to the basic assumptions of
employees about the world of an organisation (Warter, 2019). It is a way of thinking (Bess &
Dee, 2008) and a point of reference for employees (i.e. faculties) on how things work in their
organisation (Wallach, 1983). In this study, OC can be expressed through its constituent
attributes, for example, working environment, organisational decision-making and leadership,
communication process, mission, and organisational aspirations and employees’ assumptions.

Research culture: in this study research culture refers to written and unwritten (probably
including unspoken) guidelines or social and professional behaviours that manage the actions
of faculties in the case university towards their research endeavours. Moreover, it refers to
values, beliefs, behaviours, expectations, shared meaning (about research) and norms of
university teachers that underpin their pursuit of scientific capital (Edgar & Geare, 2013).

Perception: refers to the mind-set or understanding of faculties regarding their profession, in
general, and research activities, in particular. In this study perception, specifically, refers to the
intuition or insight university teachers associate their research practices and roles with the OC
of their university.

Faculty: in this study refers to university teachers at all levels and in all (leadership) positions.
It refers to academics employed by the university to serve as both teachers and researchers.

Research performance: in a nutshell, refers to the research output of faculties. Specifically, it
refers to faculties’ active participation in research projects; “publishing an article in an
academic or professional journal; publishing or editing, individually or in collaboration, a book
or monograph; publishing a book review; or delivering a paper at a professional meeting”
(Pellino, Blackburn & Boberg, 1984 cited in Aydin, 2017, p. 313). According to Bazeley,
engagement (interest and involvement), task orientation (organised and disciplined manner),
research practice (knowledge and skills) and intellectual processes (analytical capacity) are four
essential dimensions relating to the activity component of research performance (2010, p. 889).

1.8. Usage of terms

Due to the similarities between the essences of research productivity and research performance,
the study uses the terms ‘productivity’ and ‘performance’ interchangeably (Creswell, 1985). It
is also helpful to apply the words according to the users’ intentions. Moreover, in this study,
both the terms ‘respondents’ and ‘interviewees’ refer to the study participants.



Chapter 2: Literature review

This chapter aims to review studies related to OC and its role in research performance. The
chapter begins by defining culture and OC. Then, it presents a brief discussion of deeper
assumptions of OC. The third part discusses the types of OC. The fourth broad topic of
discussion also deals with OC in HEIs. Under this broad umbrella, unique features of
universities and the nature of OC in HEIs; disciplinary differences and research performance;
typologies of culture in higher education; and arguments regarding convenient OC type(s) vis-
a-vis high research performance are sub-topics. The final part of the chapter emphasises
leadership, OC and research performance.

2.1. Definition of culture and organisational culture

Culture is a “complex whole which includes knowledge, beliefs, art, morals, law, customs and
any other habits acquired by man as a member of society” (Taylor, 1903 cited in Lukas de
Souza & Fenili, 2016, p. 876). Krober and Kluckhol (1952) defined culture as “an abstraction
from concrete human behaviour, but it is not itself a behaviour (cited in Lukas de Souza &
Fenili, 2016, p. 876). Based on the notion of White’s (1959) criticism against Krober and
Kluckhol’s expression of culture as ‘abstraction of human behaviour’, Lukas de Souza and
Fenili (2016) defined culture as a socially established structure of meanings that influence
actions. Becher and Trowler (2001) view culture as sets of taken-for-granted values, attitudes
as well as ways of behaving. For Geertz, culture is “the fabric of meaning in terms of which
human beings interpret their experience and guide their action” (1973, p. 145). Consistent with
Geertz’s definition, Bailey (1992) defines culture as “a set of mental constructs that may serve
to guide or justify conduct between people, and to tell them how to use things” (cited in Becher,
1994, p. 152). Edgar Schein (2004) also describes culture as a means of social control and
dynamic phenomenon that surrounds us all the time and created by our interaction with each
other. According to Cameron and Quinn (2006), culture defines important traits that
characterise an organisation (e.g., core values, assumptions, interpretations and approaches).

From an organisational perspective, culture refers to “norms, values, and ideologies that are
created, shaped, and sustained in an organization” (Tierney, 2008, p. 27). In simple terms, OC
can be defined as basic assumptions about the world of an organisation (Warter, 2019). It is a
way of thinking (Bess & Dee, 2008) and a point of reference for employees on how things work
in their organisation (Wallach, 1983). According to Yiing and Ahmad (2009), OC, generally,
can be understood as a set of values, assumptions, norms, and understandings shared by
members of an organisation. It also refers to ways of thinking, approaches to problem-solving
and the organisational paradigms (Cameron & Quinn, 2006, p. 11). Kuh and Whitt, moreover,
defined culture in a university or college context as
persistent patterns of norms, values, practices, beliefs, and assumptions that shape the
behavior of individuals and groups in a college or university and provide a frame of
reference within which to interpret the meaning of events and actions on and off the
campus (1988, p. 6).
Hence, culture concerning research can be defined as “beliefs, rituals and values underpinning
the pursuit of scientific capital” (Deem & Lucas, 2007, cited in Edgar & Geare, 2013, p. 777).
It is about the norms, shared meaning and attitudes affecting the behaviour of carrying out
research duties (Dacles et al., 2016; Hanover research, 2014).
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2.2. Dimensions or deeper assumptions of organisational culture

Because “culture exists largely below the level of conscious thought” (Kuh & Whitt, 1988),
understanding the nature of deeper assumptions of culture is pivotal. Based on Schein’s
perspective, there are different dimensions or deeper assumptions of OC about reality and truth
that include the nature of reality and truth; the nature of time; the nature of space; the nature of
human nature; the nature of human activity; and the nature of human relationships (2004, p.
138). According to Schein, one of the fundamental aspects of culture is the assumption about
reality and how to discover it. To this end, there are different levels of reality: external physical
reality (things can be determined by scientific tests); social reality (things as a matter of group
consensus); individual reality (individuals learned from their experience) (Schein, 2004, pp.
142-143). The other deeper assumption of culture, according to Schein, is the nature of time
and space. The assumption and perception of culture vary based on people’s experience and
perception of time and place. Different cultures and individuals have different assumptions
about the past, present and future (Schein, 2004). From a culture perspective, Schein notes, like
time, space has powerful symbolic meanings. For example, the size of office spaces for leaders
and their employees symbolises status.

The nature of human nature is another aspect of culture that is often associated with such
questions as — how does the organisation assume human nature? Does it accept that its members
work towards the greater good of the organisation (Bess & Dee, 2008)? Furthermore, according
to Schein, it is about the question of “what it means to be human” and cultural values that help
determine which actions are inhumane so that a member deserves “ejection from the group”
(2004, p. 171). A related concept is an assumption about the nature of the appropriate human
activity. According to Bess and Dee (2008), this refers to the organisation assumptions about
people’s growth and development, its concern on how people should be doing their activities,
and the assumption towards work (e.g., if assumed as fun or burden).

Finally, we have also cultural assumptions about the nature of human relations. In a nutshell,
this 1s about the proper way of individuals’ relationship to each other, among others, to enhance
productivity in an organisational context (Schein, 2004). Schein (2004, p. 179) notes that
assumptions about relationships must solve four basic problems for each member of an
organisation:

e Identity and role: knowing or identifying one’s identity and role in the organisation

e Power and influence: understanding whether one’s preference to influence would be
met.

e Needs and goals: checking the congruence between organisational and an individual’s
goals.

e Acceptance and intimacy: scrutinising the closeness of our relationships with our
specific groups or the organisation at large.

2.3. Types of OC

Based on empirical studies, different types of OC developed over time (Mohd Isa et al., 2016;
Schein, 2004). Often the competing value framework (CVF) is a basis for many scholars to
classify culture (Cameron & Quinn, 2006; Kaufman, 2013; Zehir et al., 2011). CVF has two
value dimensions — flexibility versus stability and external versus internal orientation — that
divide culture into four types: Clan (flexible and internal), adhocracy (flexible and external),
hierarchy (stable and internal), and market (stable and external) (Cameron & Quinn, 2006;
Quinn & Rohrbaugh, 1983 cited in Kaufman, 2013; Zehir et al., 2011). Cameron and Quinn
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argue that the four types of OC or quadrants represent “what people value about an
organisation’s performance” (2006, p. 35). According to the writers, because each quadrant
comprises values, basic assumptions and orientations, each of them can be identified as a type
of culture.

The hierarchy culture, for example, represents OC which is characterised by “a formalized and
structured place to work™ and the application of formal rules and policies to hold the
organisation together (Cameron & Quinn, 2006, p. 38). Here, procedures are the key aspects
and govern actions. According to Cameron and Quinn, the role of successful leaders is,
therefore, evaluated on their effectiveness in coordinating, organising and maintaining the
smooth running of an organisation. The second one is a market culture. It “refers to a kind of
organisation that functions as a market” and oriented towards the external environment (2006,
p. 39). The core values are competitiveness and productivity, primarily, oriented towards
increasing profitability, strengthening market niches, securing customer bases, improving
corporate competitiveness and other similar objectives. Generally, as Cameron and Quinn state,
market culture is a result-oriented workplace. Clan culture is the third kind of culture that refers
to family-type organisations. Cameron and Quinn write that the sense of ‘we-ness’, teamwork
and shared values are among the basic features of clan culture. According to the writers, among
the basic assumptions of this OC are that a given organisation focusses on creating a humane
work environment and empowering employees. Finally, the fourth quadrant refers to adhocracy
culture. This is a type of culture that focusses on “innovative and pioneering initiatives” and
distinguished by an entrepreneurial and creative workplace (Cameron & Quinn, 2006, p. 43).
Organisational duties under the aegis of adhocracy (ad-hoc) culture are specialised, dynamic,
and ready to reconfigure rapidly when the need and circumstances arise. Concerning authority,
there is no centralised power.

Most of the content dimension of the CVF and OC assessment instrument (OCAI) — for
example, characteristics of the organisation, leadership styles and approach, the working
environment, the strategic emphasis, and the criteria of success — appear to be consistent with
some of the cultural dimensions of Tierney (1988) — such as environment, the overarching
ideology of the organisation (mission), strategy, and leadership.

According to Wallach (1983), OC can also be classified into three basic dimensions:
bureaucratic, innovative and supportive cultures. Similar to the arguments of Cameron and
Quinn, bureaucratic culture is characterised by hierarchy, clear lines of responsibility, structure
and control (Wallach, 1983). The writer describes innovative cultures as exciting and dynamic.
Innovative cultures are creative, result-oriented, risk-taking and filled with challenges. Finally,
supportive cultures are said to be people-oriented. According to Wallach, the working
environments of organisations with this kind of culture are likened to an extended family. They
have a supportive environment and known for their teamwork and collaborative context.

Moreover, the Denison model identified four cultural traits of organisations: involvement,
consistency, adaptability, and mission (Denison et al., 2003). According to Denison et al.
(2003), as an OC trait, involvement signifies organisations that empower their people and focus
on the development of human capability at all levels. People at different levels committed to
and own their work. They feel that they have inputs in the decisions regarding their work
(Denison et al., 2003). Organisations with high involvement cultural trait believed to have
favourable employee attitudes (Imam et al., 2013). As per the discussion of Denison et al., the
second trait, consistency, indicates a strong OC that embodies well-coordinated and integrated
organisations. The authors state that in organisations consistency is a cultural trait, leaders and
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followers have the skill and flexibility to reach an agreement despite the diversity of views. In
sum, consistency indicates commonly accepted beliefs, norms and values (Imam et al., 2013).
Denison and colleagues also write that the adaptability trait refers to organisations that take
risks and continuously change their system to improve their ability to provide values to their
customers. Creating change and being in a state of continuous learning are the main aspects of
the adaptability trait (Imam et al., 2013). Also, mission as an organisational culture trait signifies
organisations with “a clear sense of purpose and direction that defines organisational goals and
strategic objectives” (Denison et al., 2003, p. 208). Finally, according to Denison and Mishra
(1995, p. 204), cultural traits of involvement and adaptability are indicators of organisational
flexibility, openness, and responsiveness. The other two (consistency and mission) are also
indicators of integration, direction and vision.

2.4. Organisational culture in higher education

2.4.1. Unique features of universities and the nature of OC in them

Although HEIs, in some aspects, are similar to other organisations (e.g., like business
organisations they have structures, strategies, goals and missions) (Coman & Bonciu, 2016),
universities or colleges have a distinct type of OC (Beytekin et al., 2010; Birnbaum, 1988;
Vasyakin et al., 2016). For example, according to Coman and Bonciu (2016), HEIs embed
(human) skills, qualifications, symbols and meanings. Accordingly, because universities work
with and on people instead of products and services, they have unique OC from business
organisations regarding mission, objectives, images, management processes and other related
aspects (Birnbaum, 1988; Coman & Bonciu, 2016). Universities qualify people to meet their
personal needs and improve their psychological climate while they, simultaneously, achieve
their organisational goal through the efforts of people by creating socially constructed realities
that are guided by the norms, values, and beliefs of members of a university social system (Bess
& Dee, 2008; Vasyakin et al., 2016).

In terms of governance, as Birnbaum (1988) illustrates, there are a goal, political views,
background and value differences between the administrators and faculties. According to the
writer, the tension between the interests of administrators and faculties and the resultant
problem of governance are among the aspects that make universities distinct from other
organisations. Concerning structure (which is a core aspect of governance), “universities are
highly specialized organisations” (Bess & Dee, 2008, p. 4). Often, their organisational structure
is differentiated into academic affairs, student affairs, and administration and finance (Ibid). As
Bess and Dee further discuss, the division of labour and expertise due to specialisation enable
universities to coordinate “a vast array of skills and talents more efficiently into functional work
units” (2008, p. 4). Moreover, owing to their expanded roles in modern society, universities,
according to Bess and Dee, have become complex entities. These complexities drive from at
least four important factors:
(1) the interactions of institutions with the varying demands of their external
environments; (2) the increased structural differentiation and specialization of functions
of academic and [non-academic] departments; (3) the variations in expectations and
human needs of workers in and clients of the institution; and (4) the variations in norms
and values within an institution (Bess & Dee, 2008, p. 16).

Regarding control, universities seem to have a unique form of dualism in their structure and
systems of authority (Birnbaum, 1988). Citing Corson (1960), Birnbaum writes that, unlike
business organisations, universities have two structures working in parallel — “the conventional
administrative hierarchy and the structure through which faculty made decisions” on issues they
have jurisdictions (1988, p. 9). In business organisations, for example, Birnbaum argues, the
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administrative authority decides on the primary objectives of the organisation. Staff
professionals provide secondary support. If the two parties disagree, conflicts are resolved by
accepting the supremacy of the administrative authority. However, in a university setting,
Birnbaum contends that the professional staffs are the ones who set organisational goals. The
administrative will be in charge of secondary goals. Thus, it creates administrative and
structural dualism. Another related issue that differentiates universities from business
organisations, according to Birnbaum, is that faculties usually carry out their teaching and other
professional responsibilities without a strict follow-up by administrators. Plus, because most
universities have an ambiguous mission, it is hard to assess their achievements in quantifiable
measures (Birnbaum, 1988). Hence, considering these and other related unique features, the
essence and culture of effective management and leadership in universities would be quite
different from business organisations’ (Birnbaum, 1988).

Finally, presumably, universities are inward-looking entities and resistant to change (Tierney
& Lanford, 2018; Trudel, 2019). Many HEIs in different parts of the world, particularly in third
world countries like Ethiopia, rigidly focussed on their long-standing history and mission
despite the current situation demands them to develop a more adaptive and innovative culture
(Trudel, 2019). Nevertheless, many scholars believe that HEIs are undergoing a period of
turbulence (Bess & Dee, 2008; Beytekin et al., 2010; Cameron & Quinn, 2006; Fralinger &
Olson, 2007; Tierney & Lanford, 2018) as they engage “in a multitude of partnerships,
initiatives, and new programs to maintain relevance in the twenty-first century” (Warter, 2019,
p. 178). Such contextual factors influence the culture of a university and its sustainability
(Trudel, 2019). Hence, employees’ clear understanding of this dynamism can determine the
nature and effectiveness of a university. It is because the very nature and existence of OC are
determined by “the actors’ interpretation of [such] historical and symbolic forms” of an
organisation (Tierney, 1988, p. 4). Accordingly, a comprehensive study of OC in higher
education should lend itself to understanding factors that can induce internal dynamics that
drive from the values and goals held by the academic staff (Warter, 2019).

2.4.2. Subcultures (disciplinary cultural differences) and research performance

By and large, although there will be a dominant culture, organisations are made up of many

cultures (Bess & Dee, 2008; Lok et al., 2005; McAuley et al., 2007; Schein, 2004) that can be

called subcultures. Subcultures can be defined as
A normative-value system held by some group or persons who are in persisting
interaction, who transmit the norms and values to newcomers by some communicated
process, and who exercise some sort of social control to ensure conformity to the norms.
Furthermore, the normative-value system of such a group must differ from the normative-
value system of the larger, the parent, or the dominant society (Bolton & Kammeyer 1972,
pp- 381-82, cited in Kuh & Whitt, 1988, p. 51).

As the definition indicates, among other ways, subcultures are created when people share a

significant number of experiences (Cameron & Quinn, 2006; Kuh & Whitt, 1988; Schein, 2004;

Wilkins & Ouchi, 1983) like professional background (Lok et al., 2005).

When we talk about subcultures in academic institutions and their influence on research
performance, at least two views standout. The first view argues that universities are not
monolithic entities (Becher & Trowler, 2001; Bess & Dee, 2008; Birnbaum, 1988; Cai, 2008;
Kolb, 1981; Trudel, 2019). The second view, in contrast, claims that sub-cultural influences are
mediated by the overall institutional context. Coming back to the first point, according to
Becher (1994) and Becher and Trowler (2001), disciplines have identities and peculiar cultural
attributes so that the way faculty members engage with these subject matters create disciplinary
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cultures. Accordingly, Clark (1980) and Kuh and Whitt (1988) argue that the discipline culture
is the primary source of influence on a faculty member’s behaviour. As Biglan (1973b),
Birnbaum (1988) and Kuh and Whitt (1988) also note, the elements and influences of
disciplinary culture manifest through: assumptions about what is worth knowing and how
knowledge should be created; the manner tasks have to be performed; standards of effective
performance; publication patterns; research techniques and methodologies; and codes of ethics.
These epistemological and ideological differences create separate academic clans (Clark, 1980;
Kuh & Whitt, 1988; Wilkins & Ouchi, 1983).

Therefore, as Creswell (1985) and Helsi and Lee (2011) report, faculty research productivity
varies according to academic disciplines. This is because, as was argued, due to the differences
in the degree of codification of knowledge (i.e. paradigmatic development) (Biglan, 1973b;
Creswell, 1985), faculty members of different disciplines can be socialised to different forms
of career path patterns (Creswell, 1985). Subcultures vary on the degree to which they influence
the behaviours and actions of their members (Kuh & Whitt, 1988). As such, faculty members
in some disciplines might perceive that doing researches is their primary role and some others
in other fields of studies may place a high value on professional services and teaching (Creswell,
1985). For example, as reported by Creswell (1985), different studies indicate that faculties in
the ‘hard’ sciences produce more journal articles than counterparts in the ‘soft’ sciences.
Similarly, Méndez and Cruz (2014), in their study on research culture in higher education in
the case of foreign languages department in Mexico report that faculty in natural sciences often
embrace research duties eagerly while faculty in other disciplines such as language focus
traditionally on teaching. One justification is that, according to Clark (1980), social scientists
operate in a less predictable environment, for example, regarding consensus on paradigms and
the vulnerability of the theories and methods to ideology. It implies that “realities are often
constructed according to disciplinary training” (Bess & Dee, 2008, p. 60; see also Warter,
2019).

It is, however, vital to note that the institutional context mediates the influence of subcultures
on the behaviour of faculty members (Bess & Dee, 2008; Kuh & Whitt, 1988), which is the
second view. Despite the considerable influence of subcultures (disciplinary cultures) on the
actions and behaviours of faculties, the influence of the general institutional context is equally
imperative. Subunits in an organisation would have common elements peculiar to the entire
organisation (Cameron & Quinn, 2006). By reviewing the literature in this regard (i.e.
subcultures/disciplinary differences), Kuh and Whitt (1988) report that some scholars view
academics, broadly, as a homogeneous profession characterised by more similarities than
differences. This argument leads us to bring the structural-functionalism and ecological-
adaptationism perspectives of culture. Based on these perspectives, one can argue that the
cultural values and/or formal structures of different academic units cannot be in disjunctive
with the broader university context or the host culture. The assumption to this end is that all
university faculty members share, at least, a common view of scholarship (e.g., as people of
ideas) and roles (e.g., dissemination of knowledge) regardless of disciplinary affiliations (Kuh
& Whitt, 1988). That means the broad level of the academic profession creates a culture of an
academic community (Becher, 1994). It is also indicated that the behaviours of faculty members
are moulded by institutional context (Levin, 2012, cited in Kaufman, 2013). Similarly, Martin
(1992) indicates that the integration social scientific perspective of OC argues that there is
organisation-wide consensus no matter what differences occur between islands of subcultures
in an organisation.
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In sum, while investigating culture at a university level, one should balance between the views
that universities as arenas of multiculturalism that host different subgroups each of them with
different priorities, traditions and values; and the influence of the broader institutional context
on the behaviours of faculties. The subcultures created due to disciplinary differences would
have specific identifying characteristics while reflecting the overall organisational values (Bess
& Dee, 2008). As Cameron and Quinn write “there is always an underlying glue that binds the
organisation together” (2006, p. 18). Hence, this study deals with a cultural analysis of the case
university based on three layers of analysis — the institution itself, subcultures within the
institution, and individual actors and their roles. However, the main focus of the study is on the
research experience of faculties. Therefore, the concept of subcultures has a pivotal role in the
analysis to have a multitude of perspectives, not simply to emphasise their differences.
Meaning, although the study intends to take the entire organisation as a unit of analysis,
aggregating the features of the disciplinary subunits can also provide the impression of the
overall OC (Cameron & Quinn, 2006).

2.4.3. Typologies of culture in higher education

According to Sporn (1999), as cited in (Beytekin et al., 2010), a university OC can be either
strong or weak. Shared values among faculties, the willingness of faculty members to obey the
norms and values of the university, and the degree of fit between these values, the structure and
strategic plans of the university mark a strong university culture. A strong OC enables
organisation members to have a clear view of organisational expectations (Gu et al., 2014). 1It,
in turn, cultivates a productive work environment (Trudel, 2019). By contrast, disagreements
about an organisation’s values among its members and the absence of norms signify a weak OC
(Sporn, 1996, as cited in Beytekin et al., 2010).

Birnbaum (1988) also classifies and explicate the nature of colleges and universities based on
his four typologies of cultures: collegial, bureaucratic, political, and organised anarchy. Non-
hierarchical relationships, common commitments, and a leadership style that focusses on
collective responsibilities are some of the attributes of the collegial culture. In a collegial
system, decisions are made by consensus (Birnbaum, 1988). It is also egalitarian and democratic
(Bess & Dee, 2008; Birnbaum, 1988). According to Birnbaum, activities in the collegial system
are coordinated by internally generated norms and active interactions of participants. The
bureaucratic institutional typology or culture, however, adheres to formal rules (Bess & Dee,
2008). Interactions among the university community are primarily mediated by rules and
regulations. The different offices are codified with rules and regulations and decision-makers
emphasise rationality (Bess & Dee, 2008; Birnbaum, 1988). Birnbaum discusses that in
bureaucratic institutions, activities and behaviours, are standardised in seeking to enhance
organisational efficiency and effectiveness. The political culture also focuses on “negotiation
and bargaining among interest groups and coalitions within the organization” (Bess & Dee,
2008, p. 377; Birnbaum, 1988). Bess and Dee (2008) write that institutions that subscribe to a
political culture emphasise personal relationships and social exchange because organisation
members support an initiative expecting that they will receive similar backing in the future.
Finally, the anarchical model or OC is primarily characterised by granting greater autonomy to
individuals in the organisation. Hence, “there are probably few, if any, occasions on which
decisions on two related issues are made by the same people” (Birnbaum, 1988 as cited in Bess
& Dee, 2008, p. 377). Because organisations or universities in anarchical model lack central
authority, organisational goals are vague and in conflict with each other (Bess & Dee, 2008).
In conclusion, it is vital to mention that a university’s culture can subsume some elements from
all four models (Bess & Dee, 2008).
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2.4.4. Is there a convenient OC type(s) for high research performance?

According to Smart and St. John (1996), the line of inquiry regarding the hypothesised linkage
between OC and effectiveness often focus on whether organisational effectiveness is derivative
to the ‘dominant culture type’ or the ‘strength of a culture’. The first line of inquiry would be
exemplified through such arguments as, partly, because culture is context-bound (Meek, 1988),
different cultural practices, leadership styles, and values influence employees’ performance
differently. The types of culture vary according to the goals sought to be achieved. For example,
some writers believe that bureaucratic, supportive and innovative OC improve employees’
satisfaction and performance in an organisation (Fralinger & Olson, 2007; Mohd Isa et al.,
2016; Yiing & Ahmad, 2008). Social constructionists, however, cast doubt on whether such
kind of a single cultural typology or descriptor can represent the complexities of the culture of
an organisation (Bess & Dee, 2008) — which is the second line of inquiry. According to Geert
Hofstede, it is strongly believed that any form of performance in an organisation “depends on
the fit between strategy and culture” (as cited in Warter, 2019). Likewise, as Wallach (1983)
argues, partly because there is no bad or good culture per se, the goodness or effectiveness of a
culture is determined based on its role in reinforcing the mission, purpose and strategies of an
organisation. In this sense, it is not necessarily the type of OC that influences the performance
of faculties on their research practices, but it is the congruency between the goals of the faculties
and the cultural values of the university that matters most (Trudel, 2019; Tuan, 2010; Van
Vianen, 2000; Wilkins & Ouchi, 1983). It is called, in the words of Goodman & Svyantek,
person-organisation fit — “the congruence between patterns of organizational values and
patterns of individual values” (1999, p. 255).

Most importantly, as Creswell reports, studies associate research performance with different
factors: the first one is a psychological-individual factor — which refers to the innate scientific
ability, sacred spark, and personal characteristics. Second, cumulative advantage — indicates
enlarged opportunities for individuals to advance their work or aka ‘Mathew effect’, for
example, having training in a prestigious university then after being employed by a prestigious
research university. Third, reinforcement — it is also believed that the feedback from successful
publications of work, formal and informal praise from colleagues or peer pressure and
expectations reinforce faculty’s research performance. Fourth, disciplinary norms — for
example, norms of the field of study and scientific knowledge in the discipline influence
research performance (1985, pp. 31-32). Based on these perspectives, it is challenging to
identify one type of OC necessarily congruent with employees’ performance. In short, there is
no one type of OC that fits all contexts and all forms of performance. Beytekin and colleagues
(2010), for example, state that despite culture has notable influences on an organisation’s
performance, no one best type of culture can be taken as a predictor of a high level of
performance. Implying that, partly, because culture is a multifaceted variable (Gu et al., 2014),
different culture typologies can be associated with various dimensions of effectiveness and
individual performance. Particularly in an HEIs context, as Clark (1980), Kuh and Whitt (1988),
and Birnbaum (1988) discus, a faculty member’s behaviour can be influenced by, at least, four
discrete but interdependent cultures: the culture of the discipline, the culture of the academic
profession, the culture of the institution, and the culture of the national system of higher
education. However, as Smart and St. John (1996) found, regardless of the specific culture type,
the maximum effectiveness of an organisation depends on the strength of its culture.

Therefore, as was argued, it is widely accepted that a strong culture — characterised by “shared
values, strong norms of behaviour and willingness of faculty to obey these norms” (Beytekin et
al., 2010, p. 3; Birnbaum, 1988) — has a positive impact on the effectiveness of individual actors,
and which, in turn, can be associated with organisational excellence (Bess & Dee, 2008;
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Cameron & Quinn, 2006; Gu et al., 2014; Sahi¢ & Stupar, 2014; Schein, 2004; Wallach, 1983;
Zaka, 2018). In other words, a strong culture is a predictor of organisational efficiency because
it is a situational cue through which members of an organisation know how to act (Wallach,
1983), and it nurtures a common understanding of daily practices among employees (Trudel,
2019). Therefore, “the degree of values consistency among members” (Bess & Dee, 2008, p.
375) and the alignment of the perceptions, espoused values and beliefs of the actors with the
goals, strategies and practices of the university is pivotal to success. Succinctly put, research
performance of faculties and organisational effectiveness are intertwined with employees’
perceived valence of organisational values.

2.5. Leadership, OC and research performance of faculties

McAuley and colleagues note that “culture is something that leaders could manipulate” (2007,
p. 128). For Tuan (2010), leadership is the shaper of OC. Zehir et al. (2011) also argue that the
way leaders act and respond to problems as well as reward and punish employees would
influence OC and the productivity of their employees. Based on the circumstance, leaders can
change or shape an organisation’s culture (Bess & Dee, 2008) and influence the perceptions of
employees towards their organisation (Lok et al., 2005). For example, according to Clampitt
(2005), successful leaders teach their employees, among others, how to transform
organisational values into action (cited in McAuley et al., 2007; Schein, 2004). Schein also
contends that leadership and culture are “two sides of the same coin” (2004, p. 22). Thus, by
creating a system that rewards effective research performance, university leaders can influence
the productivity of faculties.

Schein (2004) contends that the essence of culture as bad versus good or effective versus
ineffective depends not on the very nature of culture but on the leadership that controls the
practice of the culture. According to him, the unique feature of leadership compared to
management and administration is that it creates and changes culture. With a clear plan and
commitment, successful leaders in a university can influence the research practice by creating
a form of culture that matches the desired research culture to the university context (Edgar &
Geare, 2013). For example, Creswell (1985) writes that department chairs or heads can be role
models for research performance, especially for junior faculties. Also, Marchant (2009) reports
that by showing how to successfully accomplish research projects, leaders can create
inspirational motivation among the faculty.

Likewise, Tabbodi (2009) “found a positive correlation between the leader behavior of
department heads and the commitment of their faculties within humanities departments at a
large university in India” (cited in Kaufman, 2013, p. 31). Also, a study based on longitudinal
data on departmental chairpersons in 58 US universities over 15 years indicates that citations
of an incoming department head are associated with later improved research performance of
the departments (Goodall et al., 2014). To further prove their point, the writers report that a
study in 112 UK universities indicates the strong relationship between management quality and
better performance in research. Bland and Ruffin (1992) also found that leadership with
research skills and expertise is among the pivotal characteristics of a research-conducive
environment. Another study, also based on a longitudinal data set, indicates that when a
university has a president who is an accomplished scholar, the quality of research significantly
improves (Goodall, 2008). One possible justification for this is that scholar-leaders can nurture
a convenient research culture by creating the right incentive mechanisms and work environment
and recruiting the best performing faculty (Goodall et al., 2014). Therefore, OC and leadership
are central explanatory constructs of organisational performance (Tuan, 2010).

18



However, although leaders have a direct role in controlling certain aspects of OC, some scholars
argue that they do not create or destroy OC. Culture “emerges from the collective social
interaction of groups and communities” (Meek, 1988, p. 459). According to this argument,
leaders themselves are part of the social structure. Thus, they will not have (any extraordinary)
power to control culture (Ibid; Birnbaum, 1988). This view suggests that OC is not as malleable
and easily shaped by leaders as positivists believe (Bess & Dee, 2008). Leadership and
organisational situation are intertwined and have symbiotic relationships — i.e. leaders shape
the situation, and the situation reframes leaders’ behaviour (Bess & Dee, 2008, p. 56). Thus,
culture and leadership have mutual interaction (Marcoulides & Heck, 1993; Zehir et al., 2011).
Concerning research practice, in some cases, it is even argued that leadership would be less
influential than other organisational factors. For example, in their study on factors influencing
university research performance in the context of New Zealand universities, Edgar & Geare
(2013) found that leadership is among the most weakly endorsed features of OC regarding its
importance to research performance. In that sense, the notion here is that (research) culture
might not be ultimately the consequence of actions of visionary and charismatic leadership (as
the functionalist perspective claims) (see also Zehir et al., 2011). Instead, it is the outcome of
the synergetic relationships among the leadership, employees, and the overall organisational
context. Therefore, this study analyses the role of OC in the research performance of faculties
from the perspective of both faculty members and university leaders. It is because it believes
that “culture emerges from the social interaction of all organizational members” in which
“management [or leadership] itself is only one part” (Meek, 1988, pp. 462-463; see also
Birnbaum, 1988).
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Chapter 3: Theoretical framework

In this chapter, the theoretical framework is discussed. It provides an overview of the theoretical
considerations of this study on the role of OC in the research performance of faculties. The
study employed a combination of two OC frameworks. The first one is Edgar Schein’s OC
model. This model is vital to understand the manifestations of culture at different levels. The
second one is Tierney’s OC framework. William Tierney’s framework is imperative for this
study, mainly, because it is developed based on a case study of an HEI (Thien, 2019). In this
chapter, first, the two frameworks are shortly presented. Then, the study conceptualises the
theoretical framework and justifies why and how the two theories are combined. A
conceptualisation of OC and its relationship with research motivation and performance is also
part of the discussion. Finally, the chapter elucidates the nexus between views of faculties, the
role of OC and research performance.

3.1. Edgar Schein’s organisational culture framework

According to Schein’s model, culture can be studied at three levels. The first cultural level is
artifacts. Artifacts refer to the visible aspects of an organisation which includes organisational
structures, processes, architecture, and spaces. Schein (2004) also describes that artifacts
include emotional displays, myths and stories about an organisation and its observable rituals,
published list of values, ceremonies and structural elements (e.g., charters). In that sense, the
organisational stories of MU told by faculties, published values about research practices, the
organisational structure of the university, the ceremonies and rituals (e.g., research seminaries)
can represent some aspects of what Schein calls artifacts. Even management behaviour can be
considered artifacts (Ristino & Michalak, 2018). Kuh and Whitt also define artifacts as
“observable manifestations of culture” (1988, p. 6). Artifacts can be found in a form of or
include the physical environment, social environment, written and spoken language, overt
behaviour, technology, and symbols (Bess & Dee, 2008). These are the phenomena one sees,
hears and feels within an unfamiliar culture, and thus, can be regarded as materialised
expressions of values and taken-for-granted assumptions (Schein, 2004). Schein describes this
level of culture as “easy to observe but very difficult to decipher” (2004, p. 26).

The second cultural level is espoused values which refer to shared values of organisational
members (Bess & Dee, 2008; Schein, 2004). Values are deeply held feelings of a person (Bess
& Dee, 2008; Hofstede et al., 2010). Values, according to Schein (2004), also involve a group’s
internal relations and provide day-to-day operating systems and guide the behaviour of
organisational members. “Espoused values are more like aspirations or rationalisations” (Kuh
& Whitt, 1988). Unlike underlying assumptions, they can be questioned, debated and
challenged (Schein, 2004). They are the conscious level of culture. Values are decisive aspects
of OC because a strong culture, which is associated with organisational excellence (Gu et al.,
2014; Sahi¢ & Stupar, 2014; Schein, 2004; Zaka, 2018), relies on shared values (gahic’ &
Stupar, 2014). Even the classification of OC typologies (e.g., CVF) is founded on the essence
of values. Simply put, values provide general behaviour guidelines (Sahi¢ & Stupar, 2014).
Research principles and values that guide the research engagements of faculties can, thus, be
considered essential elements to the study. The values of the university and the set of shared
values among faculties which are pivotal to deal with situations (Bess & Dee, 2008) regarding
research practices can provide general behavioural guidelines. In sum, according to Kuh and
Whitt, “[f]lour values influence the academic enterprise: justice, competence, liberty, and
loyalty” (1988, p. 39).
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The third cultural level of Schein’s model consists of underlying assumptions. This level refers
to the unconscious, taken-for-granted assumptions, beliefs, perceptions, thoughts, and feelings
(Schein, 2004). Basic underlying assumptions, according to Schein, are the results of “repeated
success in implementing certain beliefs and values” (2004, p. 31). It is the deepest dimension
of culture (Bess & Dee, 2008) which Schein describes as non-negotiable values and
assumptions treated as reality. Reiman and Oedewald affirm that underlying assumptions (of
an organisation) influence “how the members of an organisation perceive, think and feel in
matters relating to the organisation” (2002, p. 8). Above all, culture, even, as a concept points
to character, behaviours and actions beneath the surface (Schein, 2004). In a similar vein, (as
indicated in Fig. 2 below), Schein recommends that OC would be effectively examined at the
level of deeply held assumptions of group members. Besides, Kuh and Whitt (1988) believe
that culture often exists below the level of conscious thought. Hence, by adapting the essence
of the third level of culture from Schein’s model, Méndez and Cruz define research culture as
“shared, taken-for-granted implicit assumptions that members of a university hold about
research” (2014, p. 139). Thus, inquiring the respondents about the fundamental beliefs and
assumptions is pivotal to analyse the deeply held assumptions about the essence of research
activities by the faculties and the influence these assumptions on their research activities and
performance. The taken-for-granted assumptions influence how faculty members should think
and perceive their research activities (Méndez & Cruz, 2014).

Schein’s model presents the ‘what’ of culture and how it develops in an organisational context
(Sokugawa, 1996). Often, scholars state that this model is an example to approach OC from the
perspective of neo-modernists (McAuley et al., 2007). Hence, McAuley and colleagues indicate
that it defines culture as a system or webs. Thereby, to understand these webs, one has to
investigate and interpret stories, rituals, structures, and symbols (McAuley et al., 2007). In that
sense, this model and other modernist perspectives contribute to the interpretation (i.e.
interpretivist perspective) of OC from the viewpoints of organisation members. Therefore, like
Tierney’s model (discussed next), Schein advocates “qualitative methods of inquiry involving
interviews and lengthy observations” (Sokugawa, 1996, p. 42).

In sum, Schein’s model provides relevance for this study as it subsumes different forms of
cultural aspects that can influence the daily activities of people in an organisation. As cited in
Reiman and Oedewald (2002), Collins (1998) aptly describes that organisational cultures are
historically developed, socially maintained and individually interpreted. Likewise, this study
analyses the views of the faculty towards their university’s OC vis-a-vis research performance.
Therefore, by carefully designing questions related to the three levels of culture (mainly based
on Tierney’s diagnostic cultural dimensions), it helped investigate the views of the study
participants towards the role of their organisation’s culture in their research activities.
Moreover, Geertz (1973) argues that as one analyses human beings, s/he peels off layer after
layer so that revealing different sorts of layers beneath. In a similar vein, Kuh and Whitt
describe that the application of cultural lenses to examine actions and events in a university is
likened to peeling an onion, “from the outer skin to the core, the layers differ in texture and
thickness” (1988, p. 56). Comparably, Schein’s cultural levels get deeper and deeper as our
analysis moves from the first level to the third. However, to grasp the ‘what’ and ‘how’ of OC
and to increase the analytical precision and comprehensiveness, the levels of culture crafted by
Schein need precisely defined culture dimensions as tools of analysis. Hence, Tierney’s
framework of OC worth the discussion here.
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3.2. VWilliam Tierney’s framework

Along with Schein’s OC framework, this study uses William Tierney’s framework. To diagnose
culture in colleges and universities, thus to overcome problems, Tierney devised a working
framework (Tierney, 1988, p. 2). The framework is composed of the following six cultural
concepts or dimensions’.

Environment: here, one of the vital questions is: how do an organisation and its members
define the organisational environment? This dimension focusses on the attitudes of employees
towards their organisational environment (Bess & Dee, 2008; Tierney, 1988; Tierney &
Lanford, 2018). Like other aspects of culture, the organisational environment would be a
socially constructed world that can be defined and redefined by organisational members
(Coman & Bonciu, 2016). Hence, faculties were inquired about their perception of the role of
the university working environment in their research performance. It is believed that when a
university creates an environment or atmosphere that encourages research productivity, the
research performance of faculties increases (Creswell, 1985).

Mission: according to Tierney, asking how the mission statement of the university is defined is
vital to investigate how the university articulated its mission (Bess & Dee, 2008). This
dimension also questions the alignment between the mission and organisational decisions.
Coman and Bonciu write that mission also refers to the meanings organisational members attach
to the “overarching ideology of the university” (2016, p. 138). The mission statement reflects
the aims of a university (Tierney & Lanford, 2018). Analysing the perceptions of faculties
towards the mission of their university provides insights into the influence of the overarching
ideology of the university on their research performance.

Socialisation: according to Tierney (1988), the dominant question in this dimension is; how do
newcomers learn their roles in the organisation? This inquiry is also crucial to understand what
new members should do to be successful in the organisation. Socialisation is about how actors
will be nurtured to organisational values and discern which character traits or goals (e.g.,
teaching, research, and third mission) are most valued by the organisation (Bess & Dee, 2008;
Tierney & Lanford, 2018). In this study, for example, the issue of socialisation is investigated
by inquiring how faculty members with little or no research experience are socialised to
research activities. The study also tried to scrutinise if the junior faculty members could equip
themselves with traits of effective research engagement through continuous communications
and collaborations with their senior counterparts. For example, as Creswell (1985) reports,
among other factors, productive researchers maintain close contacts with colleagues who
actively engage in researches. Therefore, socialisation is pivotal to “internalize the reality in
which others [e.g., prolific researchers] already act and live” (Sandberg, 2001, as cited in Bess
& Dee, 2008, p. 59).

Information: the primary point regarding this dimension is the question of what constitutes
information (Bess & Dee, 2008; Tierney, 1988; Tierney & Lanford, 2018). Moreover,
according to Tierney (1988), this dimension helps analyse who produces and holds information.
The method of dissemination is also a concern here. Thereby, this cultural dimension refers to
the assumptions and norms regarding the process of creating, sharing and using information —
i.e. information culture (Choo, 2013, as cited in Taye et al., 2019). In this study, it was vital to
investigate, for example, the impression of faculties on how research related-information (e.g.,

5 Note that most part of this discussion is based on Tierney (1988) and, Bess and Dee (2008).
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grant announcements and decisions on research thematic areas) is transmitted and its role on
their decisions to participate in research projects.

Strategy: as a cultural manifestation, strategy refers to the decision-making process, and it
focusses on such questions as who are the main actors and how decisions are arrived at?
Furthermore, this dimension emphases the forms of rewards and punishments (Bess & Dee,
2008; Tierney, 1988). It also includes the participative decision-making processes in different
aspects of an organisation (Tierney & Lanford, 2018). Institutional decisions and strategies of
an institution affect its core objectives. In that sense, a university’s strategies regarding research
activities and the process of communicating these strategies to the target groups can influence
the research engagement of faculties. The perception of faculty members on the strategy and
decision-making processes also influences their research activities (Taye et al., 2019).

Leadership: the core questions in this dimension are: who are the leaders? What do
organisational members expect from these leaders (Tierney, 1988)? Moreover, Coman and
Bonciu (2016) argue that leadership is a cultural construct. Thus, the view of organisational
members to the concept is pivotal. Tierney and Lanford describe leadership as the most
noticeable element of OC and deceptively complicated concept, partly, for the reason that
“expectations for different levels of leadership can vary drastically” (2018, p. 5). Department
heads, for example, would have decisive roles in research participation of faculties (Tabbodi,
2009 as cited in Kaufman, 2013) than other leaders or vice versa.

Generally, Tierney’s framework is pivotal to this study because it is devised to overcome
problems feature in universities. If we take Schein’s model as a skeleton that indicates different
levels whereby culture manifests itself, Tierney’s model provides the elements (substances, the
flesh) to fill the blueprint. As Cameron and Quinn (2006) assert, among other ways, an
organisation’s culture is reflected by the dominant leadership styles, procedures, symbols,
definition of success and the routines in the organisation. Therefore, the operationalisation of
OC as a set of dimensions like this one was helpful to analyse the attitudes of organisational
members regarding their responses to espoused values (Lok et al., 2005) and to, further,
diagnose their underlying assumptions accordingly. Similarly, Bess and Dee (2008) affirm that
it is possible to investigate the culture of a university by gathering information about each of
these dimensions through methods such as observation of institutional rituals and interviews.
Moreover, Tierney and Lanford (2018) write that the combination of the six key elements
provides a comprehensible framework for understanding OC.

3.3. Conceptualisation of the theoretical framework

As was argued (3.1), values are core elements of OC (Schein, 2004; Zaka, 2018). It is from the
organisation values that research norms and guidelines and prescriptions of appropriate
behaviour for the faculty or researchers are developed. Therefore, despite OC in its deepest
sense is a cognitive process, it is manifested through the behaviours of the actors while
following the guidelines and norms prescribed for them. Moreover, the rituals (e.g., research
seminars and proposal defence programs) and artifacts indicate the observable aspects of
culture, according to Schein’s conceptualisation of OC. The research values and strategies (e.g.,
research thematic areas and the need to focus on applied research) indicate the espoused values
the university requires the faculty to focus on. Hence, espoused values are aspirations or
rationalisations (Kuh & Whitt, 1988) the university expects the faculty to attain through their
research activities. However, according to Schein (2004), because values can be questioned,
debated and challenged, the perceptions of faculties towards the university’s aspirations, goals
and rationalisations of its mission are decisive.
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Therefore, the case university’s performance in general and the faculty members’ research
performance, in particular, rely on the underlying values and deeply held assumptions of the
actors. These values and deeper assumptions can also be expressed through the OC dimensions
developed by Tierney (1988) (see fig. 1 below): the decision-making processes or strategies,
information process or communication, leadership performance, environmental contexts (both
physical and psychological), mission or overarching ideology of the university and socialisation
activities of the university regarding research activities. Tierney’s model dissects OC into
manageable dimensions that provide the holistic picture of a university. The research strategies,
leadership interventions, mission statements, communication process and other similar issues
provide day-to-day operating systems for faculty members. It is the repeated success of
implementing these values (Schein, 2004) that form the shared and taken-for-granted
assumptions of faculties about research (Méndez & Cruz, 2014).

The dimensions in Tierney’s model are vital in understanding the core aspects of OC in a
simplified and practical sense. Simultaneously, because culture can be analogised to an onion
— as a phenomenon with multiple layers (Kuh & Whitt, 1988), one has to employ Schein’s
model to deeply investigate the values held by faculties and how they perceive, think and feel
regarding their research practices and performance. Therefore, each dimension in Tierney’s
model is a diagnostic mechanism to deeply enquire the values, norms, assumptions and beliefs
faculties have on the processes and practices of research in their university (see fig. 1 below).
It is here that both Tierney’s and Schein’s OC models intertwine to provide a framework to
analyse the bigger picture of OC. For example, when we talk about Tierney’s dimension of
information, one has to ask the values and deeper-assumptions of the faculty towards the
information processes (who is in charge of the information process? how does information
disseminated?) about research and their interactions with their leaders and to each other.

questioned, challenged
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Figure 1. Conceptualisation of the theoretical framework
Source: own construction based on the theoretical framework
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Therefore, the perceptions of faculties about the roles of each of these dimensions in their
research engagement give the general impression regarding the role of OC in their research
performance. By their very nature, these dimensions of culture in particular and OC, in general,
exert a powerful influence on the behaviour of organisational members. As shown in fig. 1
above, the influence, however, is under the aegis of the individuals’ perceptions and shared
assumptions. The rationale is that organisations are creations of a human collection. Humans
also have values, expectations, beliefs and assumptions about the context in their organisation.
Thus, exploring the perceptions of faculties towards the role of OC in their research
performance means investigating and interpreting the values, assumptions and expectations
faculties have about the research practice in the case university. In simple terms, it is about
scrutinising the impression of faculties about the way research is practised at their university.

As indicated in fig. 1 above, mainly because culture is both enacted and constructed, some
cultural elements that guide research activities, for example, values embedded in the
organisational philosophies, are “played out according to structurally-provided scripts” (Becher
& Trowler, 2001, p. 24; see also Schein, 2004). However, it is the perception of faculty
members towards each of the dimensions (i.e. Tierney’s model) and espoused values and
rationalizations of the university that hinder or help their research performance. The perceptions
of the faculties towards these aspects form their underlying assumptions about the congruence
between their (individual) aims and the organisational goals. Hence, the perceived fit between
the personal and organisational aims guides their behaviour.

Moreover, according to Akilagpa Sawyerr (2004), when we talk about research performance
and capacity, there are two key components — the active component and the environmental
component. In Sawyerr’s classification, the active component refers to human or individual
factors. The environmental component represents, among others, the social and environmental
factors. Following this classification, Schein’s perspectives of espoused values and taken-for-
granted assumptions of actors are helpful to understand the nuances of the human component —
1.e. the ‘active’ component of research capacity and performance. On the other hand, the OC
dimensions of Tierney expound culture as an organisational or environmental component.
Similarly, it is the second key component, “constituted by the social, institutional, and material
factors that provide a setting for the research enterprise and condition its success or failure”
(Sawyerr, 2004, p. 216). However, as was argued (1.2), although it might be misleading to
untangle them, many studies discuss these components separately in an atomistic manner. They
obscure or overlook the fact that the two components interact continuously. According to
Sawyerr, the two components are in a continuous interaction because “[tJhe human factor
contributes critically to the creation or generation of the requisite environmental conditions,
while the environmental conditions enhance or inhibit the development of individual capacity”
(2004, p. 222). The agentic capacity of individual faculty members and the organisational
contexts are in a state of mutually dependent interplay (Becher & Trowler, 2001). Therefore,
the concept of culture and the opinions of culture bearers are the glue to fuse these personal and
institutional factors for a holistic understanding of research performance. It implies that culture
is an important factor to discern personal and organisational context as well as the actors’ tacit
and scientific knowledge in unison. It defines for the actors (faculties) what to pay attention to,
“what things mean, how to react emotionally to what is going on, and what actions to take” in
their situations (Schein, 2004, p. 32, emphasis added). Thus, individuals’ perception towards
themselves (self-knowledge) and their organisation is the channel through which we can
understand their experiences (i.e. experiential understanding) (Stake, 2000).
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3.3.1. Why combining two theories?

According to Kuh and Whitt (1988, p. 56), exploring a culture of an organised setting (e.g., a
university) can be likened to peeling an onion. Thus, as indicated in Fig. 2 below, the three
levels of culture devised by Schein (the circle) help to work through the different layers of
culture — from the outer skin to the core — guided by the specific cultural dimensions of Tierney
(in the box). Tierney’s dimensions are vital to ask specific questions, while Schein’s layers of
culture indicate how deeply the issue is analysed. If only Tierney’s dimensions of culture are
employed, it is difficult to know the ‘thicknesses of the analysis. As indicated by the colours of
the circles — the outer layer, which is artifacts, is represented by light grey to signify that it is
easy to observe. The grey part indicates the espoused values — the gateways to the black circle
representing the crux of culture as invisible and unconscious aspect, hence challenging to
unveil. The number of arrows also signifies the level of efforts one has to expend to observe
the cultural manifestations at each level — i.e. the higher the number of arrows, the higher the
level of effort required.

Environment

Mission
Underlying Socialization
Assumptions Information
Strategy
Leadership

Figure 2. Synthesis of Schein’s and Tierney’s OC frameworks

Simultaneously, if one uses only Schein’s model, it is challenging to understand which form of
cultural manifestation or dimension is analysed. On the other hand, the six dimensions of
Tierney might dramatically differ in the forms they take in different contexts (Taye et al., 2019;
Tierney, 1988). Therefore, the layers devised by Schein are essential platforms to capture the
context of manifestations of culture. These layers are also crucial to understand the webs of
structure and values that made the case university. However, according to Tierney, analysis of
OC of a university “cannot be understood unless one looks not only at the structure and natural
laws of that web, but also at the actors' interpretations of the web itself” (1988, p. 4; see also
Coman & Bonciu, 2016). Therefore, the six dimensions helped describe the role of OC in the
research activities of faculties and to synthesise the cognitive components of the respondents
with the observable behaviours (e.g., artifacts and espoused values).
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The other rationale to combine the two frameworks is related to a paradigmatic assumption.
Martin (1992) and McAuley et al. (2007) argue that combining different paradigms of culture
is vital to convey various aspects of culture for a comprehensive analysis of a given context. As
McAuley et al. (2007, p. 458) state, in the study of OC, "it is preferable to take a 'both/and'
position" rather than craving for the 'best way’ to investigate and understand culture. Moreover,
Kuh and Whitt (1988) suggest that the framework of a study that uses the cultural lens to
investigate actions and events in a university should accommodate multiple and even
conflicting theoretical perspectives. Hence, the two frameworks represent different perspectives
on OC. Schein’s model reflects the positivists’ perspective, which in turn, according to
McAuley et al. (2007), represents the neo-modernist approach to the study of OC. Accordingly,
among other issues, the modernist and/or post-modernist approach is pivotal to analyse
structural elements and established procedures. Tierney’s framework is an example of a social
constructionist perspective on OC (Bess & Dee, 2008). Tierney and Lanford (2018) assert that
the applicability of Tierney’s OC model relies on the view that HEIs are socially constructed.
Hence, it acknowledges the plurality of views and understanding of individuals’ interpretations
of their world within an organisation. The final reason is that as Maassen (1996) cited in Taye
et al. notes, Tierney does not “operationalise each concept of culture” despite providing the
diagnostic questions for each dimension (2019, p. 79). Accordingly, criticisms like this hint to
synthesise Tierney’s OC model with other well-crafted models (e.g., Schein’s). These are the
main reasons that this qualitative exploratory single case study prefers to synthesise the two OC
frameworks.

3.4. Conceptualisation of OC and its relationship with research motivation
and performance

3.4.1. Conceptualisation of OC

According to McAuley et al., within organisation theory, there are two divergent approaches to
explore organisational culture. The first one is a modernism approach which defines an
organisation as a system made up of subsystems (McAuley et al., 2007; Meek, 1988). This
approach believes that an organisation has a culture. It focusses on a rational and structured
analysis of organisational life (McAuley et al., 2007, p. 314). Modernism contends to
understand organisations objectively — i.e. independent of human emotions since it ignores
emotion as irrational (Ibid). Thus, according to Denison (1996), modernists focus on observable
aspects of OC that can be generalised to a wide area of organisations (cited in McAuley et al.,
2007). Cultural analysis for modernism theorists is a superfluous aspect to analyse rational
organisations (Morrill, 2008). The second approach is postmodernism. As McAuley et al.
(2007) and Bess and Dee (2008) state, postmodernists believe that reality would have an infinite
number of attributes. Because there are many ways of perceiving and explaining, there are
multiples of realities. Thus, the research attention in this perspective gears, among other issues,
towards how individuals make sense of, experience, and construct social worlds (McAuley et
al., 2007). McAuley and colleagues claim that this concept is consistent with the subjectivist
(or interpretavist) perspective. Similarly, this study relies on the opinions of faculties towards
the role of OC in their research performance. Thus, the study explores OC through the /ens of
postmodernism. However, it is vital to note that there will not be a very distinct divergence
between the two (modernism and postmodernism) perspectives on some issues. Hence, one
cannot and should not try to intractably create the divergence.

“The organizational environment of higher education is perceived to be ‘socially constructed’”

(Tierney & Lanford, 2018, p. 2). Hence, as Tierney and Lanford (2018) stipulate, it is central
to note the significant difference between conceptualising culture as ‘deeply embedded patterns
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of organisational behaviour and the shared values, assumptions and beliefs that members have
about their organisation’; and assuming it as a ‘socially constructed’ aspect. According to the
writers, the ‘socially constructed’ view of OC acknowledges the pluralistic nature of
contemporary university than the definitions that focus on shared values, beliefs, assumptions
and the embeddedness of organisational values among organisational members. A related
concept is the differences of approaches to the definition of OC due to the two main disciplinary
foundations of OC — anthropological and sociological foundations (Cameron & Quinn, 2006).
According to Cameron and Quinn (2006), the anthropological foundation of OC contends that
organisations are cultures. However, the sociological foundation claims that organisations have
cultures. There are two different approaches within each of these disciplines — a functional
approach and a semiotic approach. The functional-approach believes that culture emerges from
collective behaviour. From the perspective of semiotic-approach, on the other hand, “culture
resides in individual interpretations and cognitions” (Cameron & Quinn, 2006, p. 146).
Semiotics helps decipher employees’ understanding of their organisational context and to make
sense of their relationship to it (Mishra & Gupta, 2007). Individual values and beliefs are also
among the key latent variables that OC is operationalised by (Marcoulides & Heck, 1993).

Accordingly, as was argued, although it is difficult to strictly delineate the features of the two
approaches in practice (as scholars claim), this study inclines to the semiotic-sociological
perspective to OC. Therefore, by focussing on individual cognitions, it assumes (i.e.
assumption) that organisations have cultures (i.e. sociological perspective) and it can
independently (i.e. variable) predict other outcomes or actions (e.g., research) in organisations.
In semiotics, because the artifacts, rituals, practices and other aspects of an organisation are
considered to be ‘signs’ (Mishra & Gupta, 2007), the cultural dimensions of Tierney (1988) and
cultural levels of Schein (2004), which made up of the analytical framework of this study, are
taken to be ‘signs’ through which organisational employees interpret organisational contexts
and their relationship with the organisation. Simply put, a semiotic approach to culture would
help gain access to the conceptual world in which our study participants live (Geertz, 1973).

In general, because culture is bound to a context (Kuh & Whitt, 1988; Meek, 1988), the values
and norms of a specific organisation are the unique features that distinguish it from others. It
is, probably, why culture is among the salient sources of change that emanate from within to
shape an organisation (Tierney, 1988). In this sense, culture is a set of essential elements within
the social system which provides actors interpretation framework that influences their
perception and practical orientations (Lukas de Souza & Fenili, 2016; Schein, 2004; Wallach,
1983). This conceptualisation of culture appears to be consistent with the interpretive paradigm
— which argues that the agent plays dominant roles — because culture is conceived as “sets of
common ‘typifications’ held by actors in particular organizational settings” (Parker, 2000 cited
in Lukas de Souza & Fenili, 2016, p. 878). As an indispensable ingredient of organisational
performance (McAuley, et al.,, 2007; Tedla, 2016), OC has its system of facts by which
members of an organisation use to explain how and why their organisation operates the way it
does (Beytekin et al., 2010; Kuh & Whitt, 1988). Accordingly, the study of culture, Geertz
argued, is the study of “the machinery individuals and groups of individuals employ to orient
themselves in a world otherwise opaque” (1973, p. 363). In the words of McAuley et al.,
“culture can be an engine for organizational effectiveness” (2007, p. 138, italics original).
Therefore, OC as a concept is a powerful analytical tool to analyse and interpret “human action
within complex organizations” such as universities (Meek, 1988, p. 454).

Finally, it is necessary to note that when the discussion is about employees’ perception, often
organisation climate is used instead of OC (Cameron & Quinn, 2006; Smollan & Sayers, 2009).
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However, the study argues that perception is a central attribute whether OC and organisational
climate are seen distinctively or as complementary constructs. As Hofstede and colleagues
(1993) convincingly state, if there is an organisational climate, there is a ‘psychological
climate’. In their study, they also proved that a similar distinction is necessary for the concept
of culture. By which they mean that if there is OC, there is also ‘psychological culture’.
Psychological culture is “located in the mind of an individual, contributing to the way in which
this individual experiences the organisational culture” (Hofstede et al., 1993, p. 499). There
would be extensive literature regarding this debate. Yet, it seems that there is no commonly
accepted definition(s) to distinctively describe the two constructs (Hofstede et al., 1993). That
said, it is outside the purpose and scope of this thesis to present these debates. Thereby,
organisational culture is used throughout the discussions.

3.4.2. Motivation, OC and research performance

Motivation is “an intangible force that impels an individual to act in certain ways” (Bess & Dee,
2008, p. 281). It is an important predictor of individuals’ research productivity (Hanover
Research, 2014). As a prerequisite for performance, according to Klehe and Anderson (2007),
motivation is a result of three choices — the choice to expend effort, the level of effort to expend
and persistence to expend effort. The argument here, therefore, is that these choices, behaviour
and attitude of actors would be influenced by the general organisational environment and
culture (Sokugawa, 1996). OC, in general, and the culture of motivating employees, in
particular, subtly drive individuals’ decision-making on their tasks and performances (Tedla,
2016; Wallach, 1983). For example, anticipated rewards (e.g., promotion and recognition) —
extrinsic motivation — from their organisation would motivate people to incur more efforts in
their activities (Bess & Dee, 2008).

Moreover, it is also argued that a strong inner compulsion — intrinsic motivation — is the decisive
factor, for example, that pushes faculties to engage in research (Abramo et al., 2017; Bess &
Dee, 2008; Creswell, 1985). According to Jonathan and Stephen Cole (1973), many scientists
and faculties engage in research motivated by an inner drive or a ‘sacred spark’ (as cited in
Creswell, 1985). However, since innate abilities do not act in a vacuum, the sacred spark can
be impacted by daily working conditions (which are the creations of social interactions) (Bland
& Ruffin, 1992). Mainly because research performance believed to occur within “conditions
provided by an institutional context” (Bazeley, 2010, p. 889), environmental constraints limit
individuals’ ability and preference to effectively perform (Bess & Dee, 2008; Bland & Ruffin,
1992). Therefore, a convenient research environment motivates individuals to put their inner
sparks into practice, which, in turn, results in a high level of research productivity (Nguyen &
Klopper, 2014). Furthermore, motivation is an outcome of human thought. Human thinking,
Geertz (1973) writes, is fundamentally a social activity. Social activity, in turn, is guided by
culture (Coman & Bonciu, 2016). As cited in Aydin (2017), Fox (1991a) likewise notes that
because a faculty’s work is a highly social enterprise, it is critically influenced by one’s
interactions with the working environment. It is why OC has a direct linkage with individuals’
motivation to act — or specifically, to faculty members’ motivation to engage in research
activities (Aydin, 2017). Similarly, according to Creswell (1985), along with communication
and other related OC factors, motivation is among the key determinants of the research
performance of faculties.

Conceptually, performance is a function of ability and motivation (Bess & Dee, 2008; Klehe &
Anderson, 2007). Culture is also a predictor of motivation, ability and performance (Edgar &
Geare, 2013). Hence, since culture is a cognitive process of feeling and perceiving, faculties
are “the carriers of institutional culture” (Kuh & Whitt, 1988, p. 77). Understanding their
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motivations is, thus, one of the crucial mechanisms to check the fit between the goals of their
university and their aims (as individuals). As such, motivation, OC and research performance
have interdependent relationships. On the one hand, culture serves as a reference point for
faculties to identify themselves within their university or workplace (McAuley et al., 2007). On
the other hand, the attitude and perception of faculties shape the institutional culture and
behaviour (Kuh & Whitt, 1988). Therefore, the degree of fit between cultural values as
perceived by the actors (i.e. the faculty) and the strategic plans and rituals of the university
determines the motivation and research performance of the faculty and success of the university
(Beytekin et al., 2010; Wilkins & Ouchi, 1983). For example, the perceived ineffectiveness of
the rituals (e.g., procedures of a research grant application, research seminars, and the
management of research grants) in the case university and inconvenience of the research
atmosphere in the different academic units seem to have substantial roles on the motivation and
performances of faculties. Some respondents perceive that due to disorganized management
and leadership practices and lack of motivation, the research practice and culture in the
university do not align with their expectations and future goals. Thus, the OC, allegedly, does
not impel them to engage in research.

3.5. Views of faculties, role of OC and research performance — nexus
According to Bess and Dee (2008), the organisational world is a human creation. The culture
of an organisation hinges on “the shared assumptions of individuals participating in the
organization” (Tierney, 1988, p. 4). Concurrently, because individuals’ perceptual frames shape
how they view organisations and enact the realities in which they live (Bess & Dee, 2008;
Goodman & Svyantek, 1999), understanding the beliefs of faculty members towards OC is
imperative to explore its perceived role in their actions (Sokugawa, 1996). As a cognitive and
behavioural process (Schein, 2004) and a lived experience, culture serves as an inferential
concept (Tierney, 1988; Wallach, 1983). The attitude of individuals within a university, hence,
would have a substantial influence on the values of OC (Zaka, 2018). The major argument here
is that the role of OC in individuals’ actions will be revealed when the actors are probed and
prompted to express their attitudes, reveal their taken-for-granted assumptions, and narrate the
stories they experience in their daily routines (Hofstede et al., 1993; Tierney, 1988).

Although organisational members create culture, they also constrained by it or by the meaning
they attribute to it (Smollan & Sayers, 2009). Therefore, perceptions of employees towards the
reality and the culture of their organisation can influence their daily performance and outputs
(Goodman & Svyantek, 1999; Wallach, 1983). For example, according to Mohd Isa et al., “the
more employees identify that an organization provides uninterrupted learning, dialogue with
employees, and has a well-connected system with good leadership, the more committed they
will be to the organizational goals” (2016, p. 4). If we carefully put this argument in the context
of this study, it implies that there is a nexus of relationship between the perception of faculty
members towards their university culture and the role of OC on their research performance.
Primarily, as Wallach (1983) points out, organisation cultural norms impact perception of
performance effectiveness. It moulds the behaviour of members of an organisation. Secondly,
the perceptions of faculty members regarding the culture of their university and work
environment influence their motivation and performance (Sokugawa, 1996). The performance
of faculties, in this case, assumed to be influenced by their perception of the reality (which is
under the aegis of OC). The key point posited here is that the more faculty members feel that
the culture of their university is convenient to carry out studies, the higher their research
performance will be (Aydin, 2017; Brew et al., 2016).
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The latter argument appears to be consistent with the essence of psychological contract
(McAuley et al., 2007). According to McAuley et al. (2007), the psychological contract refers
to the extent to which individuals assume the existence of a relationship between the values and
goals they hold and those that they identify as inherent in the OC. The psychological contract
reflects employees’ beliefs (conditioned power), assumptions, and understanding of the culture
of an organisation (Ibid). Therefore, OC is an expression of the prevailing ideology (mainly
created through symbolic convergence out of continuous interpersonal interactions) that people
carry inside their heads (Cameron & Quinn 2006, p. 15; see also Bess & Dee, 2008). How
faculty members interpret the prevailing ideology and reality in their workplace determine their
effectiveness (Sokugawa, 1996). Thus, analysing the views of faculties on the role of OC in
their performance in general and their research practice, in particular, is vital to explicate the
perceptions about the values, beliefs and taken-for-granted assumptions of individuals that
induce their actions within their organisational reality (Warter, 2019). The actors’ belief — or
conditioned power — is pivotal for the functioning of an organisation. According to Meek,
“organisation is a locus of conditioned power” (1988, p. 461). Thus, analysing the beliefs of
employees or the conditioned power of an organisation provides insights into the events and
actions of any organisation and the productivity status of its employees. For example, Brew et
al. (2016) found that an academic environment can be both a constraint and an enabling context
for research productivity, depending on how faculties interpret the situation.

Moreover, from the symbolic or semiotic perspective of the ideational tradition, as Kuh and
Whitt aptly argue, to understand actions in a university, one must know how faculty and other
pertinent stakeholders interpret those happenings and actions and “how their interpretations
lead to action and the meaning given to action in the college setting” (1988, p. 49). It is pivotal
because, based on either the social constructivist perspective or organisational symbolism
(symbolic interactionism), if we believe in the existence of multiple realities, individuals can
construct their realities by making sense of what they experience (McAuley et al., 2007; Schein,
2004). Furthermore, from a symbolic interactionism perspective, individuals or members of
organisations are believed to be capable of making sense of their actions in their organisation(s)
and reflect on them (Bess & Dee, 2008; McAuley et al., 2007). It would, in turn, help penetrate
beneath the surface of organisational actions and superficial cultural aspects. The thoughts,
views and behaviours of people can reveal the espoused values and taken-for-granted
assumptions. Hence, the reflections of faculties would help get deeper into their views towards
the influence of the organisational world on their daily routines in general and research practice
in particular (McAuley et al., 2007). Thus, because “culture is composed of psychological
structures” that guide the behaviours of individuals or groups of individuals (Geertz, 1973, p.
11), the objective of this study takes the ideational tradition of interpreting culture as viewed
by individual culture bearers (Kuh & Whitt, 1988) —i.e. the faculties.
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Chapter 4: A brief overview of the study context

This chapter highlights the basic trajectories of the Ethiopian public higher education system in
general and the case university in particular. In this section, brief historical accounts; and the
organisational structure and research practice of MU are presented.

4.1. A glance at Ethiopian higher education

Although some scholars associate the Ethiopian higher learning system to the Orthodox Church
that dates as far back as 300 AD, higher education in its modern form is traced back to the then
Addis Ababa University College (now Addis Ababa University — AAU) in 1950 (Abdela &
Pillay, 2014; Saint, 2004; Woldegiyorgis, 2015; Yallew, 2020). Until the opening of the then
Alemaya (now Haramaya) University in 1985, AAU had been the only university in Ethiopia
(Woldegiyorgis, 2015). According to Yallew, “between the 1950s and the last decade of the
20th century, the country had only two public higher education institutions and no private
higher education providers” (2020, p. 1). The stagnation of the higher education system from
the mid-1970s to mid-1980s mainly linked with the political instability and turmoil following
the seizure of political power by the military junta (aka the Derg) in 1974 (Semela, 2011). The
country’s higher education development changed radically after the Ethiopian People’s
Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF) took power in 1991 following the ouster of the Derg
regime® (Woldegiyorgis, 2015). A strong state-led expansion program that began in the late
1990s increased the number of public universities at an unprecedented pace (Molla, 2013;
Woldegiyorgis, 2015). For example, the number of public universities increased from two in
2000 to 36 in 2015 (Nega & Kassaye, 2018). Since then, Ethiopian higher education can be
characterised by a remarkable expansion in the last close to 30 years. Especially in the past
decade, as Yallew (2020) writes, Ethiopia has significantly increased access to higher education
by opening two new public universities per year on average. Today, there are 50 public
universities with a total enrolment capacity of close to a million students (Tamrat, 2020)’.

Students who have successfully completed two-year preparatory classes (grade 11 and 12) join
universities for undergraduate degree programs of three to six years (BA/BSc, 3-to-4 years;
Engineering and Law, 5 years; Medicine, 6 years). In their regular programs, Ethiopian
universities also enrol students for a two-year master’s program (BA/BSc+2 years) and four to
five years PhD level studies (MA/MSc+4-to-5 years). In terms of enrolment, Ethiopian public
universities account for 87% of undergraduate and 94% of postgraduate enrolments (Boateng,
2020; Yallew, 2020). The enrolment trends indicate that almost all Ethiopian public universities
are teaching-oriented despite their claim to give due emphasis to research (Yallew, 2020).
Hence, it is widely believed that other roles of the universities and quality are being
compromised owing to the priority to expand enrolment (Abdela & Pillay, 2014). Even at MU,
one of the relatively most productive public universities in Ethiopia, in 2013, for example, not
more than 25 articles were published among its 1456 faculty members (Weldemichael, 2014).

Concerning higher education culture or style, it is believed that the Ethiopian higher education
system lacks national interest and direction for it follows the western education system or style
as the only way to prosperity and development (Abdela & Pillay, 2014). Abdela and Pillay

6 The Derge (‘committee’) was a military junta that abolished the Ethiopian monarchy in the 1974 revolution.
Mengistu Hailemariam was the chairman of the Derg and the leader of Ethiopia from 1977-1991.

7In terms of budget, as the 2019/20 annual federal budget shows, education “holds the highest spending
allocation at Birr 50.6bn, with funding in this line-item mainly allocated to about 50 federally-administered
universities” (CEPHEUS, 2019, p. 1). In general, “the Ethiopian government spends more than 1.5% of the
notational gross domestic product on higher education” (Yallew, 2020, p. 13).
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(2014) argue that Ethiopia believes that a westernised education system is a panacea to its
underdevelopment since almost the 1900s. Thus, the writers contend that the modern education
system in Ethiopia allows for indirect colonization of the country “while also not improving the
lives of people” (2014, p. 182). The influences are often believed to come from international
organisations like the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank through their
financial support schemes (Tessema, 2009). Hence, some writers rubbished the role of
Ethiopian higher education in supporting the country’s development agendas in its current form
(Mesay, 2006 as cited in Abdela & Pillay, 2014).

4.1.1. The case of Mekelle University

For the past close to three decades, the Ethiopian government focusses on responding to the
lack of access to higher education for its citizens. To meet the increased demand, it expands the
higher education enrolment capacity by opening new ones and merging existing colleges and
institutions (Molla, 2013). MU evolved from a merger of two former colleges — Mekelle
Business College and Mekelle University College (Weldemichael, 2014). The university is
established in May 2000 by the Ethiopian government (Council of Ministers, Regulations No.
61/1999 of Article 3) as an autonomous higher education institution (landportal.org). Since its
establishment, MU proves to be one of the fastest-growing public universities in Ethiopia
(Weldemichael, 2014). Currently, it has seven colleges, namely, Dryland Agriculture and
Natural Resources, Natural and Computational Sciences, Law and Governance, Social Sciences
and Languages, Business and Economics, Health Sciences, and Veterinary Medicine and 11
institutes — Ethiopian Institute of Technology-Mekelle, Mekelle Institute of Technology,
Pedagogical Sciences, Paleo-environment and Heritage Conservation, Gender, Environment
and Development Studies, Water and Environment, Geo-information and Earth Observation
Sciences, Climate and Society, Population Studies, Mountain Research, and Energy. The
university has 2778 academic staff and more than 33,000 students in the regular, summer and
evening education programs. MU is designated as one of the few research public universities.
Hence, as a research university, it should comprehensively undertake research and focus on
postgraduate level teaching programmes. Its teaching staff is required to comprise at least 50%
PhD holders, and they should have annual publications in reputable journals (Tamrat, 2020).

MU’s research and teaching policy draw from the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia
(FDRE) higher education proclamation (HEP) no. 352/2003. In the HEP, academic staff is
defined as “an employee of higher education institution who devotes 75% of his time to
teaching and 25% of his time to research” (FDRE, 2003). But now, as a research university, the
responsibilities will be contrariwise (i.e. 75% of the time for research and the rest for teaching).
At least 5% of its annual budget is expected to be allocated for research (Tamrat, 2020). The
HEP no. 650/2009 also underlines that the objective of public universities (e.g., MU) is to
“promote and enhance research focussing on knowledge and technology transfer consistent
with the country’s priority needs” (FDRE, 2009). Accordingly, although there are promising
achievements in its research productivity and faculty research engagement, the university has
also home-works to build a distinctive research culture that impels faculties to have an interest
in the pursuit of knowledge and ideas.

Regarding governance and structure, according to Nega and Kassaye,
the public universities operate under the auspices of different ministries, namely the
Ministry of Science and Technology ([for example] Adama and Addis Ababa Science
and Technology Universities); the Ministry of Civil Service (Civil Service University);
the Ministry of Defence (Defence University) and the Ministry of Education (the rest of
the public universities operate under this ministry)” (2018, p. 4).
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The Ministry of Education (MoE) is the authoritative body regulating and managing MU and
its counterparts. For these universities, “the Ministry has the final say in appointing university
presidents, approving university board members, and students' admission to universities”
(Yallew, 2020, p. 3). It also gives specific guidance to universities through directives and policy
documents. In addition to boards, public universities in Ethiopia have presidents and vice-
presidents. If we take MU as an example, the university governing body comprises the board,
senate, president, vice-presidents, managing council, and the university council. The board of
governors is the highest decision-making body of the university. The university senate is also
accountable for most of the academic-related decisions. The President assisted by Vice-
Presidents (the Academic Vice-President, the Vice-President for Research and Support
Services) is the chief executive officer of the University (MU student handbook, 2014/15). In
addition to these governing bodies, the university comprises College/School/Institute Council,
Department Council, Chair Council, International Research Supervisory Board and others. At
the College/Institute level, the decision regarding academic matters is the responsibility of the
Academic Commission/Institute council of each college/institute. Colleges and Institutes are
accountable to the university management and board. The academic commission/council meets
under the chairmanship of the Dean/Scientific director of the college/institute. Colleges are
consist of departments, centres, and teams/chairs (Ibid; www.mu.edu.et ).

Ministry of
education

v

Board

v

Senate President Manag. council

Directorates &

AVP EiT-M VPRCS VPSS offices

Colleges & Programs & ‘ :
Institutes Chairs UicL Directorates

Figure 3. MU organisational structure
Source: MU student handbook 2014/15

Concerning the research practice, the organisational structure comprises the office of vice-
president for research and community services (VPRCS) at the top. Each college/institute of
the university also has a research and community services council (CRCSC). Departments,
similarly, would have a research and community services committee to handle research issues
at the department level — for example, assigning advisors for graduating classes and
coordinating faculty members on research activities.
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The university has three research categories — large scale, medium scale and small scale
projects. Large-scale research projects are multi and interdisciplinary research projects with a
minimum budget requirement of 250,000 Birr (roughly 5,250 Euro). These projects will take at
least three years to complete. The medium-scale research project also should be multi and
interdisciplinary projects and should have a minim budget of 150,000 Birr (roughly 3,200
Euro). Such research projects need at least two years to complete. Both large and medium scale
projects are administered at the university (centre) level. Finally, small scale research grants are
one year long projects with an average budget of 60,000 Birr (roughly 1,260 Euro). There are
three types of small-scale projects. First, general-small scale projects — senior staff (i.e. assistant
professor and above) are not encouraged to compete in this category. Second, young researcher
small scale projects — the applicant (particularly the principal investigator — PI) can be an
academic staff member with an academic rank below assistant professor. Third, female
researcher — the applicant (PI) is a female staff member with an academic rank below assistant
professor (MU Research Proposals Evaluation, 2016, pp. 2-4).

The organisational structure would help understand the relationships between different
components of an organisation, for example, authority relationships and communication flows
(Bess & Dee, 2008). An organisation’s structure is socially created (Meek, 1988). Thus, as a
component of OC, it has vital roles in the research performance of faculties. One of the
implications is the degree to which it gives its members the freedom and authority to participate
in decision-making processes in core activities of the university (e.g., research practices)
(Coman & Bonciu, 2016). Based on the above MU’s organisational structure, it is hard to claim
that faculty members actively participate in the decision-making process of research activities.
For example, the study participants indicated that the vast majority of faculty members do not
have the chance to decide on the research themes funded by the university recurrent and project
budgets. It was also mentioned that, due to the poor communication structure, faculty members
do not have access to timely information about research grants. In sum, as an integral part of
OC, the organisational structure is a crucial factor that can influence the performance of an
organisation (Hilman & Siam, 2014). According to Tierney (1988), the OC of a college or
university would be understood as webs of interconnected elements. Therefore, to investigate
the culture of a university, one should look at the webs that made the structures along with the
interpretations of the actors towards these webs.
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Chapter 5: Research methodology

This chapter introduces the methodological consideration and research design of the study.
First, it presents the methodological choice. Then it provides the research strategy. Next, it
discusses the research design. The research setting and case selection process are also elucidated
followed by the discussion about study participants. Then the study highlights the instruments
of data collection. The data analysis process is also an integral part of this chapter. It also
presents the criteria to ensure the trustworthiness of the study. Finally, the chapter concludes
with discussions of ethical consideration and methodological limitations.

5.1. Methodological choice

The study employed qualitative inquiry because it is pertinent to understand “the motivations
that lie behind human behaviour” (della Porta & Keating, 2008, p. 26) and comprehend the
interpretations of study participants regarding their lived experiences. As cited in Tedla (2016),
Allowed (2012) notes that the qualitative methodology is appropriate to explore experience and
processes in a study. Moreover, it allows interpreting perceptions of respondents (Creswell,
2009; della Porta & Keating, 2008; Jensen, 2002). Likewise, given this study aims to explore
the perceptions of faculty members towards the role of OC in their research performance, a
qualitative approach was imperative to analyse the issue thoroughly. Hence, this methodology
helped to learn “the meaning that the study participants hold about the problem or issue”
(Creswell, 2009, p. 175) as closely as possible. It was vital to gain a ‘thick’ description of the
respondents’ perspectives (Bess & Dee, 2008; Geertz, 1973).

5.2. Research strategy

As Kuh and Whitt describe, due to “the nature of culture (complex, mutually shaping, holistic,
continually evolving, essentially tacit)”, methods of social science research that rely on logical
positivism would not describe “the multiple, overlapping layers of institutional culture” (1988,
p. 116-117; see also Geertz, 1973). Thus, concerning paradigm, this study is mainly positioned
to the social constructionist perspective. However, since the study focusses on the views,
motivations and behaviours of individuals, this perspective is supported with (social)
constructivism — which “focusses on meaning making and the constructing of the social and
psychological worlds through individual, cognitive processes” (Young & Collin, 2004, p. 375).
Like social constructionism, social constructivism believes that knowledge and truth are
outcomes of human interaction or developed out of individuals’ interactions with each other
(Taylor, 2018). In simple terms, it believes that the individual mind constructions of reality are
derived from social relationships. This notion is also associated with the essence of social
constructionism (Young & Collin, 2004).

Here, social constructionism believes that the organisation world is a human creation; therefore,
“organisational reality is created and recreated” through people’s interaction (Bess & Dee,
2008, p. 14). To fully understand “the meanings of their behaviours, interactions, and
sentiments”, this perspective favours studying culture from the viewpoints of participants of a
phenomenon or an organisation (Bess & Dee, 2008, p. 364). In that sense, the behaviour,
interactions and sentiments of people are associated with cultural influences (Hofstede et al.,
2010). According to Clifford Geertz, culture can be likened to webs of significance man is
suspended in which he has spun; thus, “the analysis of it to be [...] not an experimental science
in search of law, but an interpretive one in search of meaning” (1973, p. 5). It implies that the
objective of cultural analysis is not about discovering meaning. It is about elucidation of views
of the social actors to understand the meanings they assign to their world (Bauer et al., 2007;
Meek, 1988; Schutz, 1970). Hence, the views stated here by Geertz and other scholars prompt
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to highlight the positivism-interpretivism dichotomy towards the nature of reality (ontology)
and the nature of knowledge (epistemology) and the influence on the research design.

According to Sousa (2010), because positivism is built on the assumption of empirical realist
ontology, it stresses the existence of objective reality. Thus, “[b]y treating social reality and
human action as something that could be studied objectively, the positivist approach overlooked
the individual dimension” (Corbetta, 2003, p. 23). In contrast, interpretivism ontologically
assumes that there are multiple realities and different perspectives to interpret social facts
(Corbetta, 2003). Some prominent scholars even claim that there are “an infinite number of
orders of realities” because reality simply means “relation to our emotional and active life”
(Schutz, 1970, p. 252). Hence, the meanings attributed to social realities vary among individuals
and are experienced subjectively (Ibid; McAuley et al., 2007). It is in this same vein that this
study focuses on understanding the multiple perspectives of the respondents towards the role
of OC in their behaviour of research engagement. Since the study is about culture —i.e. a “fabric
of meaning in terms of which human beings interpret their experience and guide their action”
(Geertz, 1973, p. 145) — the very nature of the study requires understanding the subjective
interpretations of lived-experiences of participants. Hence, the ontological assumption (the
view towards the nature of reality) of interpretivism better suits the aim of this study.

Epistemologically, while positivism focuses on experimental science in search of general law
(Geertz, 1973; Lincoln & Guba, 2000), interpretivism believes that the truth of a knowledge
claim is “a matter of agreement, negotiation, and collective consensus” (Sousa, 2010, p. 470).
Unlike positivism, interpretive research aims to understand the free will, motivations, intentions
and values of individuals (Corbetta, 2003). Thus, this leads to the interpretation of ‘reality’
based on subjective understanding or knowledge of the study participants (della Porta &
Keating, 2008). Concurrently, in the dichotomy of modernism and postmodernism approaches
to organisational study, this view reflects the postmodern approach; and it gives prominence to
the subjective reflections of organisational members (i.e. interpretivist). McAuley et al. (2007)
note that, among other issues, postmodernism and subjectivist (or interpretavist) approaches
focus on individuals’ experience and how they construct and maintain their social worlds:
which is the aim of this study. Reality and truth, therefore, are better approached by statements
that are rich with perceptions and understanding of individuals who are immersed in a
phenomenon or context (Stake, 2000). Accordingly, the unit of analysis of the study focusses
on particularisation or individual’s perspective — i.e. methodological individualism (see della
Porta & Keating, 2008). Methodological individualism, according to Epstein, refers to a
methodology of social science that argues explanations of social facts “should be given in terms
of individual people and certain relations between individuals” (2014, pp. 17-18). Although
methodological individualism believes that social phenomena should be understood based on
the decisions, actions and attitudes of individuals, it does not contend that social phenomena do
not exist as its detractors often claim (Libertarianism.org).

Indeed, different writers define it differently — some narrowly (by focussing on actions of the
individual) and some broadly (by incorporating the interaction of individuals as part of the
explanation of actions of the individual) (Hodgson, 2007). In light of the discussions by Watkins
(1957, as cited in Hodgson, 2007), this study believes that methodological individualism does
not claim the explanation of social phenomena to individuals alone. It also includes the
interactions of individuals. In that sense, a broadly defined essence of methodological
individualism accommodates the social constructionist perspective. This study, similarly,
investigated the proposed issue based on individuals’ reasons and motivation for their actions
(Goldkuhl, 2012; Schutz, 1970; Zahle & Collin, 2014) and the dynamics of interaction in the
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social context. To put it in perspective, the study focusses on the individualist explanation and
their interactions with each other for the reason that it explores the role of OC (which is a social
phenomenon or system) on research performance (which is an individual behaviour) based on
the beliefs and actions of faculty members. Hence, the study acknowledges that “cognition is a
social as well as an individual process” (Hodgson, 2007, p. 218). It, in turn, necessitates
scrutinising OC based on explanations supplied from micro-level analysis or foundation.

Individualism-holism Micro-macro Agency-structure

Y

Philosophical
underpinning of the study

Figure 5. Ontological and methodological emphasis of the study
Source: own construction based on the literature

In sum, because the study seeks a research technique that would help understand the meanings
the respondents attribute to their actions, the interpretive paradigm found to be relevant for it
dictates the application of ‘idiographic’ (or cultural/analysis based on the particular individual)
over the ‘nomothetic’ (instrumentalist or ‘law seeking’) approaches (Lincoln & Guba, 2000;
Sousa, 2010) — that is, qualitative research design. Therefore, by employing the interpretivist
paradigm and accompanying qualitative methods, this study aims to interpret perceptions of
MU faculty members towards the role of OC in their research performance.

5.3. Research design

The study employed a case-driven approach (design). A case study can be defined as an in-
depth exploration of the complexity and uniqueness of a particular “institution or system in
“real life” context” (Simons, 2009, as cited in Simons, 2014, p. 457). A case can be a person,
an organisation, a program or a population (Stake, 2000; Yin, 2003). Because it emphasises
participants’ experience (Simons, 2014) and contextual conditions (Yin, 2003), the study used
a qualitative case study design. The other reasons are: primarily, as stated in the definition, a
case study was preferable to “study complex phenomena” (e.g., OC) “within their contexts”.
Secondly, it allows using “various data collection instruments” (Baxter & Jack, 2008, p. 544;
also see Simons, 2014; Yin, 2003; 2014). For example, this study used in-depth interviews and
document analysis to gather the necessary data. Thirdly, a case study was imperative to examine
the contextual and real-life situation of the study participants’ research practice (Creswell,
2007; Simons, 2014; Stake, 2000; Taye et al., 2019; Yin, 2014). Fourthly, a case study method
was appropriate to elucidate the ‘how’ questions of the study (Yin, 2014).

Furthermore, to employ a case study design, there are other vital issues to consider concerning
the kind of case study (a single- or multiple-case design) and the definition of the unit(s) of
analysis (Yin, 2003). Regarding the first issue, the study focuses on a single-case design for the
following reasons. First, because culture is context-bound, to generalize within the case rather
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than across cases is the essential task (Geertz, 1973; Kuh & Whitt, 1988; Meek, 1988). A
specific context was imperative since this qualitative exploratory single-case study focusses on
‘individuals’ situational self-interpretation’ (della Porta & Keating, 2008, p. 27). This feature
of the study is consistent with the particular-ness of a case study design (Simons, 2014).
Second, due to the isomorphic nature of Ethiopian public universities, MU can represent the
cases in other public universities (i.e. it can serve as a typical case) (Yin, 2003). Third, in terms
of standpoint, this case study research falls within a constructivist-interpretivist framework
(Simons, 2014). According to Simons, such perspective of a case study would help understand
how a researcher and his/her respondents perceive and interpret the issue under investigation.

As was argued, the study sets the primary distinction — a single or multiple cases — in designing
the case study. It employed a single-case design. The next point is the definition of the unit or
units of analysis to be covered. As is the case for multiple-case design, within a single-case
design there are two classifications: single-holistic and single-embedded case designs (Yin,
2003). Yin states that “if the case study examined only the [overall] nature of an organization”,
it means the study used a single-holistic case design (2003, p. 43). However, as Mehari (2016)
succinctly defines, when a single-case design has both the unit of analysis as a single entity and
the subunits that comprise it, it is called a single-embedded case design. Hence, because this
study focuses on the role of both the OC as a whole (i.e. MU as an entity) and disciplinary
differences as subunits (i.e. the selected academic units that comprise the entity) on the research
performance of faculties in the case university, it adopted a single-embedded case study design.

To put the discussion into perspective, by its nature, OC requires a holistic analysis of a context.
Likewise, as the primary aim of the study is to interpret the perceptions of the faculty members
of MU towards the role of their university’s OC in their research performance, guided by the
different dimensions of OC?, the single case design helped comprehensively analyse MU as a
single entity. Yet, although scholars argue that institutional context dictates the characteristics
of subcultures within an organisation (Bess & Dee, 2008; Kuh & Whitt, 1988), sub-cultures
that are created due to disciplinary differences have specific identifying characteristics that
influence career path patterns of faculties (Kuh & Whitt, 1988). It implies that one cannot
overlook their roles in the research behaviours of the faculty. Therefore, the sub-cultures (i.e.
academic units) included in the study are parts of the enquiry to understand the respondents’
views on the role of disciplinary differences vis-a-vis the overall OC on their research
performance. Thus, a single-embedded case design was necessary to capture these dynamics.

5.4. Research setting and case selection

MU is the (institutional or) research setting. It is purposively selected because the student-
researcher has a good knowledge of the context as a student and teacher. According to Yin
(2014), in-depth knowledge of the setting’ is a prerequisite for a case study method. MU is one
of the biggest public universities in Ethiopia. It is located in Mekelle, the capital city of Tigray
regional state. It has seven colleges, namely, Dryland Agriculture and Natural Resources,
Natural and Computational Sciences, Law and Governance, Social Sciences and Languages,
Business and Economics, Health Sciences, and Veterinary Medicine.

The vastness of the university forced the study to focus on three colleges to select respondents.
These are, College of Social Sciences and Languages (CSSL), College of Health Sciences

8 See the analytical framework section for the discussion of cultural dimensions.
% To have sufficient access to data —i.e. to interview people, review documents, and make field observation
(Yin, 2014).
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(CHS), and College of Natural and Computational Sciences (CNCS). They were purposively
selected for a couple of interrelated reasons. The primary reason accorded attention to the
characteristics of the disciplines. To this end, there are some approaches to categorise academic
fields and systematically select disciplines that fit the purpose of a study. For example, based
on students’ learning strategies, Kolb (1981) clusters disciplines on the learning style
dimensions of abstract-concrete and reflective-active (see table 1 below); and into four
quadrants — accommodative (e,g., business), convergent (engineering), assimilative (physics,
mathematics, chemistry) and divergent (history, political science, psychology). Earlier than
Kolb, based on his studies of faculty members at two HEIs, Anthony Biglan developed a more
elaborated and familiar classification of disciplines (Becher & Trowler, 2001). According to
Biglan (1973b), academic areas differ according to their concern with a single paradigm (hard
vs. soft), concern with application (pure vs. applied), and concern with life systems (life system
vs. nonlife system). Following these dimensions, academic areas in a university can be clustered
into four categories: hard-pure, hard-applied, soft-pure and soft-applied (see table 1 below).

Nonetheless, as Becher and Trowler state, “the boundaries between the hard/soft, pure/applied
knowledge domains cannot be located with much precision”, and even when they are believed
to be properly demarcated, “several of the established disciplines fail to fit comfortably within
them” (2001, p. 39). Thus, both Kolb’s and Biglan’s classifications of academic disciplines
appear to be oversimplified categories and would even be ‘misleading” when subject to a closer
examination (Ibid). Similarly, because some colleges at MU host departments from different
clusters (e.g., CNCS is a home for departments from clusters of hard-pure and hard-applied;
and life system and non-life system), the study was cautious about such intricacies in following
the classifications for the selection of the sample colleges. However, partly because it is
developed based on academics perception towards the characteristics of disciplines, Biglan’s
classification was an important initial point to consider disciplinary differences from a general
level during the selection of the (sample) colleges. That said, roughly, the disciplinary
differences of the selected colleges — CHS: health sciences (hard-applied), CSSL: humanities
and social sciences (soft-pure), and CNCS: hard/natural sciences (hard-pure/hard-applied) —
supposedly diversify the views of the respondents (see also Biglan, 1973b; Clark, 1980).
Second, one of the research questions aims to analyse the perceptions of the respondents
towards the role of disciplinary differences in their research performance. Therefore, selecting
the colleges based on their disciplinary differences was necessary.

Table 1. Biglan-Kolb broad disciplinary groupings

BIGLAN KOLB DISCIPLINARY AREAS
HARD-PURE Abstract-reflective Natural sciences

SOFT-PURE Concrete-reflective Humanities and social sciences
HARD-APPLIED Abstract-active Science-based professions
SOFT-APPLIED Concrete-active Social professions

Source: Becher (1994, p. 152)

Third, the three colleges have a relatively large population of faculty with diverse work and
academic background. Thus, the population size and diversity was vital to select groups of study
participants with different research experiences (5.6). In sum, for “[t]he delimitation of the case,
spatial and otherwise, is the product of the theoretical conceptualization” (Vennesson, 2008, p.
227), these and the justifications discussed above helped to clearly identify a bounded context
where the unit of analysis to reside in.
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5.5. Study participants

From the three colleges, the study selected different groups of respondents: experienced
researchers/faculties, junior researchers, deans, and research and postgraduate coordinators.
Based on nationality, there are Ethiopian and expatriate staff in Ethiopian public universities.
The study focuses only on fulltime Ethiopian academic staff. The participants were
purposefully chosen because in a qualitative study what matters most is not the number of
samples; but which informants are sampled (Sim et al., 2018) to get the relevant data for the
study. To recruit faculty members with ‘prolific’ research experiences, the study employed
snowball sampling — recruiting participants based on the suggestion of interviewees.

Concerning the number of study participants, one of the mechanisms in a qualitative study is to
think of how much data will be needed to identify all relevant themes for the analysis (Blaikie,
2018). This rationale often leads researchers to predetermine a preliminary number of
participants. This study attempted to determine the ‘sample size’ a priori, mainly, because it is
about the experiences of individuals and the themes were thought to be determined based on
the data from the participants, it focussed on the sample units (i.e. faculties). Hence, the initial
plan was to select 21 study participants — five members of faculty from each of the colleges
plus deans and research office coordinators of the sampled colleges. Nonetheless, this number
has been revisited based on the principles of data saturation, and 18'° participants were enough
to get the necessary data'!. In a qualitative study, because the sample size is often “adaptive and
emergent” (Sim et al., 2018, p. 2; see also Creswell, 2007; Tuckett, 2004), being too strict on
the number of respondents could be counter-productive. The adequacy of the sample size
depends on the quality of data (Tedla, 2016). Hence, according to Mason, “sample size [...]
should generally follow the concept of saturation” (2010, p. 1). Ristino and Michalak (2018),
similarly, argue that data saturation is the most common rationale in a qualitative study. Among
other benefits, it helps enhance content validity (Fusch & Ness, 2015; Mason, 2010). Hence, as
mentioned above, the study stops the data collection process when it is felt that continuing the
data collection would only be redundant (Gaskell, 2007; Ristino & Michalak, 2018).

5.6. Data collection'?

According to Kuh and Whitt,
Institutional culture is so complex that even members of a particular institution have
difficulty comprehending its nuances. To describe an institution's cultural properties,
methods of inquiry are required that can discover core assumptions and beliefs held by
faculty, students, and others and the meanings various groups give to artifacts. Techniques
of inquiry appropriate for studying culture include observing participants, interviewing
key informants, conducting autobiographical interviews, and analyzing documents (1988,

pp- 8-9).

101 addition to the justification of data saturation, recruiting 18 respondents is within the range of the
recommended number of interviews — between 15 and 25 — for a qualitative study (Gaskell, 2007).

11 After re-reading the transcribed data, it was found that a couple of issues were not discussed in detail. To
make sure that the necessary data is gathered, two additional support interviews were conducted.

12 The initial plan was to include focus group discussions (FGDs) as part of the data collection instruments.
However, FGDs were not used for two reasons. First, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, classes in Ethiopian
universities were dismissed so that university teachers were not even allowed to use their offices. This means,
it was not possible to get five or six faculty members together for group discussions. Second, by carefully re-
reading and analysing the objectives of the study, it was found to be convincing that individual in-depth
interviews would help to gather the necessary data. As expected, the first few interviews helped to confirm
that individual interviews appropriately serve the purpose of the study.
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As a logical sequel, a case study method also allows using multiple data sources, for example,
documents, interviews, observations, and archival records (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Creswell,
2007; Yin, 2014). This study used individual interviews and document analysis. According to
Simons (2014), in-depth interviews and document analysis are among the primary qualitative
data gathering methods.

In general, OC in this study refers to actions, values, beliefs, and assumptions held by people
within the organisation (Kuh & Whitt, 1988). Therefore, because culture is something to be felt
and perceived, one has to talk to members of the organisation to understand how they think,
feel, and act (Hofstede et al., 2010). Accordingly, interviewing is a primary data gathering
method (Simons, 2014). In-depth interviews were conducted with faculty members who have
immense research experience, junior researchers, faculty members who have no research
experience, deans and research and postgraduate program coordinators of the three colleges.
The interviews with these various groups of people have been pivotal to get different
perspectives about the relationship between OC and research performance in the case
university. For example, the discussions with faculties in leadership positions were crucial to
understanding OC from the perspective of leadership, coordination of strategies and the
socialisation processes to research norms. The interviews with other faculty members (i.e. with
no leadership positions) helped investigate the general relationship between OC and their
research performance. The interview questions were prepared in themes according to the
categories of the interviewees (i.e. faculties with and without leadership positions). Hence, a
semi-structured interview was the protocol used for the study. The interview data were collected
from July 10, 2020 to July 23, 2020.

Moreover, to investigate patterns of activities, decision-making practices, organisational values,
and fundamental assumptions of the organisational rules and regulations, the study has referred
to different documents (Simons, 2014; Yin, 2003). The vision and mission statements and
strategic plan of the university were good sources of information. As Kuh and Whitt (1988)
write, because institutional policies are culture-driven, these documents communicate what is
valued in the institution. The rules, plans and instructions that would be delivered through these
documents are also pivotal to govern the behaviours of the actors (Geertz, 1973).

5.7. Data analysis

As the analysis and interpretation of the data, coding is among the critical and challenging tasks
in a qualitative study. Since the interviews were tape-recorded, the first task of the coding
process was to listen to interview responses as many times as possible to have a clear mind-
map that would help identify common themes — for example, words, phrases, and other forms
of expressions repeated in the interviews — while transcribing. After transcribing the interviews,
the documents were read multiple times to check, discover and identify appropriate codes and
themes (that can align with the research questions). This process gave several codes that are
later transformed into broad themes. As this task represents the whole aspect of the interviews,
it is called a unit of analysis (Graneheim & Lundman, 2004, p. 106). Analysing the transcripts
was pivotal to reduce the data into its preliminary manageable and meaningful forms. It allowed
to structure, re-structure and code the sentences and chunks of information from the
interviewees. Then, the second stage followed: a process of gathering the different codes into
themes and sifting-down the views of the respondents into meaningful and condensed forms of
statements in a way it helps extrapolate the gist of the study. Accordingly, the themes from the
interviews were synthesised with the themes derived from the research questions to provide the
final categories of analysis. It was crucial to broaden the scope of the analysis and enrich the
interpretation. These themes can be taken as ‘meaning units’: a “bunch of words or statements
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that relate to the same ‘core essence’ or (“central meaning”) of the ‘lived experiences’ that the
research participants [were] trying to convey through their responses” (Alase, 2017, p.16;
Graneheim & Lundman, 2004, p. 106). Finally, the third category followed — units of relevant
meaning — that provided an in-depth understanding of the perceptions of the individuals (Alase,
2017; Ristino & Michalak, 2018). Briefly, the data coding procedure had these steps: listening
to the recorded interviews repeatedly; transcribing the interviews; reviewing the transcripts
line-by-line; listing concepts and categories; categorising or coding data into themes and
descriptions; interrelating themes; and validating the accuracy of data (Tedla, 2016).

As noted above, the crude data was organised under appropriate themes in a manner that leads
to progressive focusing (Simons, 2014). Progressive focusing, according to Simons, is a
“gradual reframing of initially identified issues into themes that are then further interpreted to
generate findings” (2014, p. 464). Accordingly, the study synthesised the evidence and present
the result(s) in a narrative form thematically based on the patterns of the data (Alhojailan, 2012;
Creswell, 2007). The presentation is illustrated with pertinent quotations from the individual
interviews and documents. By using quotations from the informants, the study acknowledged
that the informants are independent, self-reflective, and politically significant actors (see also
Martin, 1992). That is, giving voice for the respondents as a way of empowering instead of
treating them as subjects or objects whose information to be manipulated (Bauer et al., 2007;
Simons, 2014). To augment the evidence from the in-depth interviews, the reviewed documents
have been used as supporting (re)sources (Yin, 2003). The reviewed literature and the
theoretical framework also used to support the narration. Whenever necessary, descriptions and
interpretations of the meanings of events and artifacts are also included (Martin, 1992).

5.8. Trustworthiness

Ensuring the trustworthiness of their research is among the crucial tasks for researchers.
Reliability and validity are the common concepts used as criteria to evaluate the quality of
research (design). Notwithstanding their role in a qualitative study to “define the strength of the
data” (Lewis & Ritchie, 2003, p. 270; see also Creswell, 2007), these concepts are associated
with the positivism paradigm and specifically to quantitative studies (Graneheim & Lundman,
2004; Noble & Smith, 2015; Shenton, 2004). Hence, naturalistic investigators prefer to use
qualitative terms that can be distinct from the quantitative equivalents (Creswell, 2007).
Following Guba’s constructs, Shenton (2004) recommends four criteria — credibility,
transferability, dependability and confirmability — researchers seek to satisfy to ensure
trustworthiness in a qualitative study.

5.8.1. Credibility

The central purpose of credibility (in a qualitative study) is closely related to the criterion of
(internal) validity in quantitative research (Creswell, 2007; Lewis & Ritchie, 2003; Mehari,
2016; Shenton, 2004). Credibility, generally, is about ensuring the congruency between the
study findings and the reality to make sure that the phenomenon under scrutiny has been
recorded accurately (Shenton, 2004). It is about whether the researcher accurately presented the
study participants’ perspectives. To this end, Shenton suggests several provisions that
researchers can employ to attain credibility. This study employed some of them (e.g., adoption
of methods well-established in a qualitative study, development of familiarity with the study
context, reflective commentary and triangulation) to ensure its credibility.

Concerning the adoption of well-established qualitative research methods, this study employed
ontological and epistemological concepts, processes of data collection and analysis methods
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commonly used in organisational and culture-related studies. Regarding the technique of
ensuring credibility through familiarisation with the study context, the study was conducted on
an organisation (MU) which the researcher knows since 2005. ‘Reflective commentary’ was
also part of the data collection process. After the first few interviews, the interviewer checked
the patterns of data and reflected on some points. This technique was pivotal to anticipate
themes in addition to those developed based on the research questions. Hence, during the
analysis, the reflective commentary served as an initial point for the progressive focussing
(Simons, 2014). Triangulation is also among the mechanisms to establish credibility (Creswell,
2007; Lewis & Ritchie, 2003; Shenton, 2004). The study tried to ensure credibility through the
triangulation of methods, sources and theory (Creswell, 2007; Yin, 2011). To seek a depth of
information, it employed individual interviews and document analysis methods. In applying
triangulation via data sources, the study also used a relatively wide-range of informants — i.e.
faculties with immense research experience, average research experience, novice researchers,
and faculties in leadership positions (Shenton, 2004). The views from these different groups
served as a check and balance to corroborate the credibility of the data. The study also employed
theory triangulation. It used a synthesis of two theoretical frameworks (chapter three). Besides,
the raw data ascertain for the inclusion of new theoretical perspectives (e.g., CVF and other
typologies of OC) to the literature review to substantiate the analysis (Fusch et al., 2018). In
conclusion, it is important to mention that the interpreted interview results had been provided
to some study participants'? for their review and confirmation of accuracy and completeness of
the data (i.e. member check) (Creswell, 2007; Shenton, 2004). It might indicate the application
of (transactional validity or) interactive process among the researcher, the participants and the
data (Trent & Cho, 2014).

5.8.2. Dependability

The essence of dependability is related to the concept of reliability for positivists (Creswell,
2007; Shenton, 2004). According to Shenton, to ensure reliability, positivists employ
“techniques to show that, if the work were repeated, in the same context, with the same methods
and with the same participants, similar results would be obtained” (2004, p. 71). However,
mainly because qualitative researches are context-bound, this technique might not be applicable
for studies like this one. Hence, rather than reliability, qualitative researchers seek dependability
(Creswell, 2007) through the application of relatively similar techniques applied to ensure
credibility (Shenton, 2004). Shenton states that a detail description of the processes within the
study is central to enable future researchers to repeat the work.

Concurrently, for a case study like this one, according to Yin (2003; 2014), the use of case study
protocol or, specifically, procedures for conducting the research, the research instruments and
guidelines for the data analysis (5.7), can be imperative to ensure dependability or reliability.
Due to the dynamism of the context and phenomena that qualitative studies deal with (Lewis &
Ritchie, 2003), “diligent efforts and commitment to consistency throughout interviewing,
transcribing and analyzing the findings™ are vital (O'Connor & Gibson, 2003, p. 72). This view
corroborates Yin’s (2003) suggestion of proper documentation of the procedures followed to
increase the trustworthiness of a study. Accordingly, this study tried to ensure consistency and
dependability by using interview protocols and strictly following the data coding and analysis
procedures (5.7). In sum, by describing, rationalising and explaining the study design and its
implementation, efforts have been made to demonstrate the research dependability (Golafshani,
2003; Yin, 2011).

13 However, only around 33% (6 respondents) of the respondents reviewed the transcribed data.
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5.8.3. Confirmability

Because human studies often rely on lived-experiences, expressions and understanding (Stake,
2000), subjectivity is pervasive in qualitative studies. Thus, instead of objectivity, naturalists
look for confirmability (Creswell, 2007) to ensure that the study “findings are the results of the
experiences and ideas of the informants” (Shenton, 2004, p. 72). Accordingly, in addition to the
techniques employed to ensure credibility (e.g., triangulation) and dependability (e.g., case
study protocol), by providing quotations and paraphrasing their views contextually (Cope,
2014), the study tried to capture the views of the respondents and minimise the researcher’s
predispositions. For example, more than half of the interviews were transcribed as immediately
as possible after each interview sessions. This might have helped to confirm that the ideas
presented in the study are from the informants than the preferences of the researcher since data
were organised as information was fresh (Zeka, 2018). In sum, the detailed methodological
descriptions outlined under the different sections of this chapter justify the decisions and
processes followed to demonstrate that the research results are derived from the data.

5.8.4. Transferability

The concept of transferability is a naturalists’ equivalent for external validity or generalizability
(Creswell, 2007; Shenton, 2004). Many scientists in the positivism block contend the
generalizability or external validity of qualitative case studies (Lincoln & Guba, 2000; Stake,
2000). However, for scholars like Yin (2003), Simons (2014) and Stake (2000) generalization
is possible in case studies notwithstanding it is quite different in character and aim from
statistical generalizability. Simons (2014), for example, asserts that case studies can be
transferable (generalizable) but in a different way from the traditional forms of social science
research that rely on large samples and statistical procedures. Yin also argues that case studies
are “generalizable to theoretical propositions” (2003, p. 10). It is similar to Simons’ concept
generalization which refers to generating a theory of a case that makes sense of the whole while
interpreting and analysing. Furthermore, Simons writes that making inferences from a
qualitative data set arises “from a process of interpretation in context” and appeal to a “situated
understanding for acceptance of their validity (2014, p. 465). This is, however, possible only
when the context and experience of the case are thoroughly described (Simons, 2014) “through
the words and illustrations of our reports” (Stake, 2000, p. 19) to provide readers “information
in the form in which they usually experience it” (Lincoln & Guba, 2000, p. 36). It is, probably,
due to this reason that naturalists prefer the term ‘transferability’ instead of generalizability
since the decision of whether the case is transferable to their context or not is left to the readers.
In that sense, this study believes that the cultural dimensions and levels of culture employed as
an analytical framework (chapter three) would give a ‘thick’ description of the context of the
case and the respondents’ experience (Geertz, 1973). Moreover, although to generalize across
cases 1s not the aim of the study, as was argued, due to the isomorphic nature of Ethiopian
public universities, MU might represent the cases in other public universities. Hence, it can
serve as a ‘typical’ case (Yin, 2003) to transfer views from this case (study) to other cases
(public universities) of similar nature (Simons, 2014).

5.9. Investigator’s role

Disclosing the role of the investigator, particularly, during the process of data collection is vital
to increase the credibility of the study. The Student-researcher’s prior knowledge of the sampled
university helped to identify appropriate study participants. The in-depth interviews were
conducted in-person; i.e. face-to-face between the student-researcher and the study participants.
His role in the in-depth interviews was limited to briefing the issues of the discussions,
forwarding follow-up questions (to obtain in-depth information), and guiding the interviewees
towards the main points of the questions. To minimize the personal biases of the interviewer
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and enhance the reliability of the data, the study used predefined semi-structured interview
questions. Concerning the documentary sources, the role of the student-research was to identify
appropriate information and integrate it with the interview results.

5.10. Ethical consideration

The study strictly followed ethical requirements. For example, it has asked the full consent of
the study participants and kept the anonymity and confidentiality of the study participants (on
their demand). Although Informed Consent Form was not administered, all participants were
aware of the study’s purpose, benefits, and research procedures through oral presentations
(appendix 2). Safety-measures have been taken to ensure that the study participants are not
subjected to harm in any form. Acknowledgements of works of other authors have properly
been addressed. Finally, this project is independent of any form of affiliation concerning
funding and other forms of conflicts of interest.

5.11. Methodological limitations and justifications

There are a couple of concerns in the research project that might be taken as methodological
limitations. The first one is associated with generalisability. Detractors often belittle this kind
of study for it will not produce results generalizable to a large population (Yin, 2003). This
study, however, does not chiefly aim for generalization. It instead aimed at understanding the
complexities of the issue under investigation by portraying perspectives from this particular
case (Simons, 2014). Pronouncing that, however, it is still possible to claim, as Simons (2014)
points out, the generalisability of the study to other contexts of similar nature — for example,
similar public universities in Ethiopia since they demonstrate higher isomorphism than
differentiation (Yallew, 2020). The second issue is personal involvement — for the fact that the
investigator directly involved in the process of data gathering and analysis. To this end, as
mentioned in the discussion of reliability and validity (5.8), it was tried to minimize undue
influence by using appropriate data collection methods and focussing on consistency
throughout the processes of interviewing, transcribing and analysing the findings.
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Chapter 6: Presentation and discussion of findings

This chapter presents the analysis and discussion of the results. The reviewed literature (chapter
two) and the analytical framework (chapter three) are employed to analyse the empirical data.
The discussion and analysis are made thematically by narrating the issues based on the patterns
of data. Hence, first, it presents the respondents’ views on OC of MU. Then it discusses the
perceived roles of disciplinary differences on research performance. Finally, it expounds on the
perceived role of OC in the research performance of faculty members. The study participants
were selected from three colleges in MU, namely, Social Sciences and Languages, Health
Sciences and Natural and Computational Sciences.

6.1. Views on organisational culture of MU

All respondents believed that like human beings, an organisation (e.g., MU) has values, norms,
or generally, culture. It is an entity; therefore, a socially constructed being. It has an agency and
anatomy of its own. People can hate or love it and evaluate its performance based on its values
and norms. However, as the following discussion shows, in an organisation as big as MU, it is
hard to identify only one form of OC that can broadly explain its nature and activities. Although
Cameron and Quinn (2006) argue that most organisations have or reflect a dominant culture,
the respondents of this study did not mention a dominant OC typology that can describe the
general nature and activities of the university. The respondents reported that different cultural
typologies describe the various aspects and sections of the university. Let’s see some examples
of how the university subsumes many cultural elements from the different OC typologies.

According to one of the respondents, considering the standardised organisational structure and
the codified rules attached to it, and the research evaluation criteria and guidelines, the
university seems to have a bureaucratic culture (lecturer, Information Science, personal
communication, July 15, 2020). Regarding the university’s structure in research practice, at the
top, the university has the office of vice president for research and community services. This
structure directly goes to college levels. All colleges have a chair for research and community
services. College-level chairs are responsible for coordinating small scale research projects and
representing their respective colleges at the university level research-related decisions. The
colleges also cascaded their tasks to departments (e.g., establishing department committees for
research). Decisions and working relationships at all levels are supposed to be governed by
formal rules and procedures. Generally, the university senate being the supreme governing body
and the board being responsible for all academic matters (MU Senate Legislation, 2017),
manage the overall functioning of MU. It shows the standardised and bureaucratic ways of
structuring the offices at different levels.

In terms of financing, the university has a centralised and highly controlled financial process
for research projects. In seeking efficiency and effectiveness in research (i.e. among the
rationales in bureaucratic control), the university has a standardised financial system (dean,
CSSL, personal communication, July 15, 2020; dean, CNCS, personal communication July 16,
2020). Hence, owing to its rigid system, the university, often, experience bureaucratic fatalism.
Meaning, the controlled system makes processing funds challenging, particularly, from
international organisations. For example, most funders do not know about the university’s rule
of facilitation fees (or overhead/administrative cost). Or, many non-governmental organisations
(NGOs) do not allow overhead coast from their project budget. The university, in contrast, does
not accept projects without the overhead cost. Thus, concerning external funds, the faculty
might have to go through many processes to break the ‘rigid’ bureaucracy. Sometimes, the
process discourages funders. They even threaten to pull back (assistant professor, Nutrition and
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Dietetics, personal communication, July 16, 2020; dean, CNCS, personal communication, July
16, 2020). In this case, the university has a hierarchy culture (spearheaded by bureaucratic
practices). As a corollary, “the budgetary red tape and inflexibility” significantly affect research
in Ethiopian public universities including MU (Yallew, 2020).

When it comes to requirements for research grants, the university seeks faculties to do studies
in groups. All research grant categories (i.e. small scale, medium scale and large scale) of the
university require faculty members of different academic ranks to work together (MU research
proposals evaluation, 2016). At least, in theory, it shows the university’s aim for capacity
development of the faculty through teamwork, empowerment, involvement and mentorship.
These qualities subscribe to the essence of involvement, according to Denison’s typologies of
organisation cultural traits (see Denison et al., 2003). Denison et al. (2003) write that
organisations that prioritise the development of their employees adopt the involvement culture
(e.g., requiring faculties to work together and learn from each other). However, as a respondent
who has been a member of the university’s monitoring and evaluation team posited, despite the
university’s guidelines to enhance research teamwork and cooperation,
Faculty members often create faux groups only to win research grants. In consequence,
most group researches are done only by one or two members of a group. The rest of the
team members might not have roles at all. Thus, the intended aims of the university
[knowledge sharing, cooperation, enhancing interdisciplinary research practices] remain
unfulfilled and informal personal relationships override the standardised university
bureaucracies (personal communication, July 15, 2020).
Therefore, although the ‘involvement cultural’ attributes are addressed on paper, this OC
typology does not seem to guide actions practically. However, it should be noted that specifying
the involvement values, at least in theory, indicates the university’s openness to adopt different
cultural typologies according to the nature of activities and the goals it intends to achieve.

On the other hand, it was also mentioned that, sometimes, decisions (on researches and other
related activities) involve bargains —i.e. ‘“you scratch my back I scratch yours’. The respondents
remarked that, in some cases, personal relationships and calculations of mutual benefits are
vital to get things done. As a respondent from the department of Journalism and Communication
reported,
Sometimes, informal communications and relationships work better. Only for one has
good communication and personal relationships with the decision-makers, s/he might get
excellent and speedy services which otherwise would have taken quite a long time in the
formal lines of communication and decision-making processes (personal communication,
July 13, 2020).
Meaning, personal ties frequently override institutional ties. This, by definition and objective,
explains Birnbaum’s political culture typology. According to Bess and Dee (2008) institutions
that subscribe to a political culture emphasise personal relationships. Therefore, human contacts
and professional relationships depend on cost-benefit analysis. Members of an organisation
support an initiative expecting that they will receive similar backing in the future.

Moreover, the university aims to create a competitive situation and produce marketable research
outcomes to increase its global visibility. It also claims that it encourages innovative researches
and aspires to be a centre of research excellence. These aims show the university’s intention to
employ adhocracy and market like university cultures (see Cameron & Quinn, 2006).
Furthermore, the mission statement of the wuniversity clearly defines its strategies,
responsibilities and goals. In that sense, it subscribes to Denison and colleagues’ (2003)
description of mission as a key OC trait that communicates a clear sense of organisational
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purpose and direction. However, it is necessary to note that, according to the study participants,
the practice on the ground is not as good as the plans and aims the university sought to achieve.

Thus, as these few examples and respondents’ views illustrate, suffice to say, the university has
no one dominant culture. The respondents pinpointed attributes from different cultural
typologies that could describe the various functions of the university. The main reason (for the
diversity of the university’s culture) suggested is that MU comprises a wide range of
departments, colleges and institutes (or generally academic units). The assortment of disciplines
creates several subcultures. The different subcultures also have peculiar espoused values and
assumptions (to guide the actions of the faculty). This view corroborates Wallach’s (1983)
argument that organisations are not monolithic. Thereby, many cultures or cultural traits can
exist within an organisational reality. As such, the respondents had vague impressions about
the OC of their university. They could not identify any dominant philosophical underpinning
which underpins their research activities.

This implies, as discussed in the literature review (chapter two), there are two lines of enquiry
regarding the role of OC towards organisational performance: the dominant culture type and
the organisational culture strength (Smart & St. John, 1996). The dominant culture type
hypothesis argues that an organisation will have a dominant OC that drives its actions. For
example, the CVF of Cameron and Quinn classifies OC typologies into four (clan, adhocracy,
market, and hierarchy), and the performance of a particular organisation determined based on
the type(s) of culture it has (Cameron & Quinn, 2006). The ‘strong culture’ hypothesis,
however, believes that organisational performance is determined based on “the degree of values
consistency among members” (Bess & Dee, 2008, p. 375) and the alignment of the perceptions
and beliefs of the actors with the goals and strategies of the organisation. Thus, whether we
refer to the entire organisation context (e.g., a university as an entity) or a single unit in the
organisation (e.g., an academic unit in a university), the results of the study showed that the
congruency between the values of the faculty members and their organisation has a significant
role in their performance. Founded on this general impression, in what follows, the study
analyses perceptions of the respondents towards the role of disciplinary differences in their
research performance.

6.2. Perceived roles of disciplinary differences on research performance
Although the general organisational culture of a university has critical roles on the behaviours
of faculties, prominent writers (e.g., Birnbaum, 1988; Clark, 1980; Kuh & Whitt, 1988) argue
that faculty members learn how to act ultimately from the culture of their specific studies
(disciplines). This discussion emphasises on perceptions of faculty members towards the role
of their disciplinary training in their research performance. It, mainly, relies on two divergent
views from the literature (2.4.2): disciplinary sub-cultures as critical influencers of faculty
members’ actions; and the general institutional context as a mediator of the influence of
subcultures and the behaviours of faculty members.

By citing the Web of Science report (2017) on trends in East African higher education between
2006 and 2016, Yallew reports that “research outputs in health and environmental and
agricultural sciences are the top disciplines Ethiopian researchers engage in during the past ten
years.” He furthermore writes that “close to 70 % of research in the country is concentrated on
medical sciences, engineering, agriculture, and the natural sciences” (2020, pp. 18-19). This
report, inter alia, shows the role of disciplinary differences in research productivity. In the same
vein, the respondents of this study contended that although personal characteristics (e.g., ability,
knowledge, motivation and communication) are imperative, disciplinary differences also have
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crucial roles in the research engagement and performance of faculty members. “It is our
disciplinary training that guides us on how to address research problems”, said a History
professor and researcher on higher education in Ethiopia. He, furthermore, stated:
Without overlooking the decisiveness of OC, I would say that it is our academic training
that gives us the agendas for our studies. Because of our education, we focus on issues
that we know. For example, my training in higher education pushes me to study higher
education in Ethiopia. It implies that our academic background influences our research
endeavour (personal communication, July 13, 2020).
According to another respondent, a professor of Foreign Languages, our academic backgrounds
and experiences have crucial roles in our research views and performance. “Different fields of
studies nurture us with different worldviews, philosophical underpinnings and ways of
accessing knowledge”, he said. The respondent underlined that our academic training indeed
guides our research engagement and productivity (personal communication, July 16, 2020).

Concurrently, a Math lecturer argued that due to the consensus among the scientific community
on the philosophies that underpin the disciplines, faculties in the ‘exact’ sciences might be more
productive than their counterparts in the ‘soft-sciences’ (personal communication, July 16,
2020; see also Biglan, 1973b). In line with this, another participant commented:
The methodological orientations of faculty members influence the research direction and
performance. For example, since researchers in the social sciences and humanities often
use qualitative methods, studies need enormous efforts and amount of time to integrate
the divergent views (assistant professor of Journalism and Communication and head of
quality assurance office, CSSL, personal communication, July 14, 2020).
Therefore, as “the time and effort we need for interpretive and quantitative studies vary, the
competitiveness to publish in the social sciences and natural sciences also vary” (lecturer of
Sociology, personal communication, July 14, 2020). In light of these views, one can surmise
that faculty members (of MU) perceived that disciplinary differences have substantial roles in
their research engagement and performance.

The respondents’ views can be well supported by Biglan’s argument. He says,
Compared to scholars in soft or nonparadigmatic areas, those in hard or paradigmatic
areas publish fewer monographs and more journal articles. In paradigmatic areas, it is not
necessary to provide detailed descriptions of the content and method that underlie a piece
of research; these are understood by anyone familiar with the paradigm. In this case,
journal articles, with their restrictions on length, provide an appropriate means of
communication. In the soft areas, where paradigms are not characteristic, the scholar must
describe and justify the assumptions on which his work is based, delimit his method or
approach to the problem, and establish criteria for evaluating his own response to the
problem. Such an undertaking requires a monograph-length work (1973b, p. 221).

In his classification of disciplines based on their nature of knowledge and culture, Becher

(1994) similarly characterises humanities and pure social sciences with low publication rate,

among other reasons, due to their focus on interpretation and relativism.

Moreover, the respondents reflected their perceptions towards the role of disciplinary
differences vis-a-vis research performance based on internal and external funding opportunities.
It is perceived that due to the nature of the research practice (between natural and social
sciences) and the perceived importance of disciplines, the research incentives and funding
opportunities vary along the lines of disciplinary differences. A respondent argued that, at MU,
one might not, for example, compare the annual research budgets for CSSL and CHS. Since the
leaders rationalise that studies in the health sciences are resources-intensive, CHS takes the
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lion’s share of the research budget than CSSL. Hence, according to the respondent,

notwithstanding the justification, a high incentive difference influences the research

performances of faculties. Moreover,
In the exact sciences, forasmuch as faculties follow the scientific methods, the research
outcomes will be applicable anywhere. Hence, chances are higher for them to have
external funds. Funders focus on the benefits they can earn from the research outcomes
wherever they are done. In social sciences, however, cultural differences matter, and
research activities are contextual. It implies that there are only a few external funding
opportunities (lecturer, Sociology, personal communication, July 14, 2020).

Therefore, the arguments affirm that disciplinary differences have pivotal roles in the research

productivity of faculty members.

However, the respondents also indicated that disciplinary differences alone might not have a
dominant role in their research performance. According to them, the role of disciplinary cultures
in research performance would be catalysed by other factors like the general OC (of the
university), the country’s higher education system and their personal capabilities. In addition to
epistemological factors, as Becher and Trowler (2001) argue, the cultural configuration of HEIs
(i.e. OC) influences academics’ cultures and their behaviour. Similarly, parallel to the role of
disciplinary differences, the respondents also noted that the general organisational context
matters in research engagement. A respondent from History and Heritage Management
remarked that the role of OC or working environment in research productivity is as decisive as
academic training. He, furthermore, claimed that “change in the research performance of the
university or faculty members requires a change in OC” (personal communication, July 13,
2020). This comment echoes the importance attributed to institutional context as a mediator of
the influence of subcultures on the behaviour of faculty members (Kuh & Whitt, 1988; Bess &
Dee, 2008). As was claimed by some of the respondents, some writers argue that subunits in an
organisation (e.g., a university) do have common elements peculiar to the entire organisation
(Cameron & Quinn, 2006). Meaning, subcultures as primary socialisation platforms can
influence faculties on the process and ideologies of research focus. However, the general OC is
pivotal to turn the knowledge into action. In short, it shapes the goals of its constituent sub-
units and the behaviour of professionals within them.

In addition to the roles of the general OC and subcultures, a couple of study participants
commented that the national higher education system might also have stakes on the research
performance of faculties. The respondents averred that due to low-quality education, the vast
majority of university graduates are not well-versed with the basics of research skills and
knowledge (assistant professor, Nutrition and Dietetics, personal communication, July 16,
2020; dean CNCS, personal communication, July 14, 2020). Most importantly, because of a
weak socialisation culture in MU in particular and in many other Ethiopian public universities,
these graduates do not have sufficient opportunities to improve their research capabilities even
as university teachers. It is in this same vein that Sawyerr (2004) also argues that the
deterioration of education quality in many African countries brought a chilling effect on
research capacity building.

Finally, it was also argued that the research performance of faculty members depends on their
inner spark and commitment to research. A respondent from the department of Geography and
Environmental Studies said that “individuals can dare disciplinary challenges if they need to do
researches” (personal communication, July 15, 2020). Because research emanates from critical
thinking, individuals’ commitment and research interest are decisive (associate professor,
Global Health and Development, personal communication, July 17, 2020). According to
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another respondent, the research productivity differences among faculty members within the
same department show the decisiveness of individuals’ commitment (dean, CSSL, personal
communication, July 15, 2020). Nevertheless, it is hard to defy that our commitment to research
substantially depends on our academic training and working environment. It, in turn, affirms
that educational background and the general OC are decisive in research performance.

6.3. The role of OC in research performance: perspectives from faculty

members of MU

Here, the thesis analyses the responses to the main research question — how do faculty members
of Mekelle University perceive the role of OC in their research performance? The discussion
starts with the general impression of faculty members towards the role of OC in their research
performance. Then the main points of the general impression of the respondents are elucidated
in detail divided into different constituent parts: working environment, communication,
research strategy and leadership, institutional research emphasis and mission, and espoused
values and assumptions of faculties towards research practice. These sub-sections are helpful
to concretise the role of OC in research performance by focusing on its major components.

A respondent from the department of History and Heritage Studies, for example, stated that

research is, often, “an incidental activity”. As teachers, he said, faculty members routinely

involve in many incidents (e.g., teaching, reading, scholarly discussions) that kindle excellent

research idea. However, it is argued, the organisational context does not encourage and support

faculties to realise their repertoire of research ideas. There are multiples of reasons to attest it.
Primarily, for faculties are bounded by research thematic areas, they should think about
research ideas only within these boundaries. Thus, they cannot think creatively out of the
box. Secondly, the working environment and leadership encourage the faculty to follow
the same old ways of research practices instead of new and creative ways that can boost
the dynamism of the university. Thirdly, the faculty has no access to many journals to
publish. These bottlenecks discourage the research performance of, particularly, junior
faculties (personal communication, July 13, 2020).

Moreover, a faculty member from the Department of Journalism and Communication
commented that although he is “highly interested in research”, he does not believe that junior
faculty members like him have sufficient opportunities (in research). Furthermore, he said,
I am an active participant in community services, teaching and journalistic duties. But, I
have limited experience in research. If we [junior faculties] have sufficient support in our
research responsibilities, we might have a balanced involvement in all of the three pillars
of the university [teaching and learning, research and community services| (personal
communication, July 13, 2020).
Similarly, the head of the quality assurance office, CSSL, asserted that if an organisation’s
culture will be echoed by the duties valued by its employees, the OC of MU is disposed to
teaching instead of researching. According to him, “the engagement of faculties in teaching and
learning is incomparable with their research engagement.” Thus, the vast majority of faculty
members do have rich experiences in teaching. However, “many of them might not have the
skills and knowledge on how to write award-winning proposals” (personal communication, July
14, 2020). Another respondent explained the university’s focus on teaching based on the share
of the budget allocated to its different pillars of duties. According to her, “the university’s
research budget is insignificant compared to its budget to other activities”. Therefore, it shows
the minimal attention accorded to research (assistant professor, Nutrition and Dietetics,
personal communication, July 16, 2020). The dean of CNCS also claimed that the number of
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credit hours per week faculty members spend on teaching is double or triple the hours they can
allocate for research (personal communication, July 16, 2020).

It was also mentioned that the university has a stereotypical academic culture that accords hard
sciences a higher status at the expense of the necessary attention to the social sciences and
humanities. The respondents claimed, due to the focus on science, technology, engineering, and
mathematics (STEM), some top-level leaders even regard studies in social sciences and
humanities as ‘extraneous’ (lecturer, Journalism and Communication and head of quality
assurance office, CSSL, personal communication, July 14, 2020). Along the lines, the
respondents raised a concern on the fairness of the research evaluation criteria and styles of
research grant proposals. For example, a respondent asserted that “similar research evaluation
criteria and proposal formats are employed to evaluate all disciplines. The university is weak
or negligent in developing research evaluation formulas according to the nature of the different
academic units” (assistant professor, Geography and Environmental Studies, personal
communication, July 15, 2020). Hence, the research criteria are applied in a ‘one size fits all’
approach while overlooking the importance of disciplinary differences concerning aims, goals,
values and philosophy. In light of these comments, one can surmise that the university far too
seldom fairly treats all academic units. The lack of an all-embracing research context would
thus mean that the university is not on the right track to creating a productive research culture
institutionalised and nurtured in its long-term goals. However, it should be noted that the
university research proposals evaluation document states that the different research categories
(i.e. large, medium and small scale projects) have different evaluation criteria and evaluation is
made by a team of multi-disciplinary professionals (MU Research Proposals Evaluation, 2016).
Hence, based on this general impression, in what follows the study expounds on the role of OC
in the research performance of faculty members at MU by focussing on major components of
OC emphasised by the study participants.

6.3.1. Working environment and research performance

This discussion focusses on the internal attributes of the working environment — i.e. the
emphasis on major activities (teaching-learning), socio-psychological interactions among
faculties, socialisation (the process of enlightening new and novice faculty members about the
discourses and research codes of practice), disciplinary culture distance (faculty collaboration
across disciplines), and physical or observable (artifacts and organisational structure) contexts
of the working environment.

To start with the emphasis on the major activities, the level of focus expend to each of the three
pillars of HEIs (i.e. research, teaching and community services) tells about the working
environment of a university. For example, the focus and number of graduate programs can
indicate the research engagement of faculty members. Likewise, by referring to the high number
of undergraduate programs and enrolment, the respondents tried to compare MU’s emphasis on
teaching and researching. Following the massification policy of the Ethiopian government, the
respondents reported, the increased undergraduate enrolment created heavy workloads on
faculties. Thus, no wonder the university spends the lion’s share of its budget to facilitate the
teaching-learning process than on research projects. Accordingly, the respondents argued that
despite the relatively high interest of faculty members for research and the significant growth
in the number of publications in recent years, MU is still a teaching-oriented university. The
professional orientation of faculty members is also dictated by the university’s focus on this
pillar (lecturer of Journalism and Communication and head of quality assurance office, CSSL,
personal communication, July 14, 2020). The junior faculty members, in particular, commented
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that excelling in their teaching activities is their priority than concentrating on doing as many
researches as possible.

However, a senior researcher from CHS reported that the university is reinforcing its graduate
programs for the past ten years. Currently, there is a wide range of graduate programs. It, in
turn, is expected to improve scholarship and the need to publish. Considering higher education
research in Ethiopia is predominantly conducted by post-graduate students (Education Sector
Development Program V (ESDP V), 2015), graduate programs would have significant roles to
enhance research engagement. Studies elsewhere in the developed world, similarly, indicate
that research productivity of the faculty increases when a university education emphasis is on
graduate studies (e.g., Bland & Ruffin, 1992). Ethiopian writers too suggest that promoting
graduate education enhances research practice in Ethiopian universities (Yallew, 2020). The
ESDP V (2015) also underlines, increasing post-graduate study opportunities is crucial to
strengthen the capabilities of the research staff of universities. Hence, the general impression is
that graduate programs are pivotal to create a critical mass (by bringing teachers and students
as a community of scholars) and nurture productive research culture in the university.

Nevertheless, a senior faculty member in CSSL doubted the research contribution of graduate
programs (at least, in some academic units). According to this respondent, in many standards
of research, the quality of studies conducted by most graduate students is below par. Except for
a few, the respondent reiterated, the studies conducted by master’s degree students, particularly
at CSSL, are less likely to add value to the development of the research culture of the university.
Mainly, due to a lack of quality education, the research skills and knowledge of the vast
majority of our master’s-level graduate students are poor. In principle, graduate programs
are supposed to enhance research effectiveness and capabilities. However, the research
works at the second-degree level are feckless in either solving societal problems or
improving the research quality of the university (associate professor, Foreign Languages,
personal communication, July 16, 2020).
It implies that the graduate programs are weak to motivate students and their teachers to
effectively consolidate their roles of knowledge generation.

Indeed, more graduate programs would also mean high teaching and advising loads for faculty
members. Considering the paucity of academic staff who can meet the legislated criteria for
teaching graduate classes and PhD supervision, faculty members, particularly, in CHS reported
that they are overloaded with different responsibilities so that they are not effectively able to
balance their duties of teaching, research and community services. Hence, they perceived that
this could substantially impact their research engagement and performance. As such, there is
little hope that the graduate programs would bring a research cultural shift. Unless compounded
by appropriate support systems, the graduate programs would not have significant roles in
improving faculty members’ research productivity. Hence, a respondent suggested, the
university should focus on the quality of programs over quantity (assistant professor,
Chemistry, personal communication, July 18, 2020). This suggestion, however, would be
‘easier said than done’ for the fact that Ethiopian universities, in general, and MU, in particular,
are in a dialectical context of balancing their roles as providers of a mass of highly skilled labour
force and the main generators of knowledge through high-quality research. Thus, the access
versus quality conundrum will continue to be a dominant factor.

So far, we have seen the working environment from the perspective of the university’s emphasis

on duties (teaching versus research) and its role in the research engagement of faculty members.
In what follows, the discussion focusses on the socio-psychological context, social interaction,
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cooperation, socialisation, and artifacts as key aspects to analyse the role of the working
environment in the research performance of faculties.

As to the general socio-psychological context (e.g., the communications among the faculties,
the interactions between the leadership and the faculty, leadership control and interference in
individual actions), the respondents have equally divided views. Some of them (e.g., most
respondents from CSSL) witnessed rivalries, contentions and clique formation to get financial
and material assistance for research activities. According to them, this kind of relationship
disrupts the working environment, in general, and the cooperation of faculties, in particular. On
the other hand, some reported that they have a friendly working environment (at least in their
respective departments) and less control from their immediate leaders. These respondents do
have a relatively positive perception of the general working environment. The dean of CSSL,
for example, said that the working environment at MU is “excellent” in terms of “creating
competition and scholarly arguments for the best achievement of individual and organisational
goals”. According to the respondent, the scholarly competition has a crucial psychological
motivation to actively engage in research (personal communication, July 15, 2020). Hence, the
respondents who believed to have a friendly working environment stressed the importance of
individual commitment since the general organisational context alone does not impede their
research performance. For example, a professor of Geography and Environmental Studies had
to say this: “since we have an environment that accommodates high research engagement, |
believe, what matters most is personal commitment, psychological strength and interest to do
researches” (personal communication, July 15, 2020). Therefore, presumably, such optimistic
views would have vital roles in individuals’ cooperation and research performance.

Concerning the social interaction, the respondents reported that it is customary to address their
colleagues — who hold PhD and above — in their formal titles. Especially junior faculty members
are cautious about using titles in their communications with senior counterparts. It, perhaps,
signifies power distance and hierarchical relationships among faculty members. Moreover,
faculty members create social circles according to their similarities in experiences, views and
academic backgrounds. These social circles often create ‘cliques at work’ —i.e. faculty members
who frequently get together for coffee and lunch usually engage in similar research projects or
publish articles together. Thus, most social circles or cliques are less open to cooperative
research activities with members outside their tightly knit groups of co-workers. The
respondents also argued that the ethnic composition (multiculturalism) of the faculty is
diminishing over time. It seems, in turn, to lead to an ‘intellectual social closure’. Owing to the
fear of ethnic and political intolerance, faculties usually discuss issues within their cliques rather
than across groups.

In sum, if culture implies all aspects of group life (Schein, 2004), one can surmise that the socio-
psychological environment at both ends (i.e. rivalry versus friendly) and the workplace clique
would have significant roles in the research performance of faculties. Most importantly, if we
assume research as a cooperative endeavour, the hierarchical interactions and cliquey social
groupings might impede professional communications and transdisciplinary research activities.
To this end, regular academic discussions and research seminars will help bring people together
and share views.

6.3.1.1.  Disciplinary culture distance, faculty cooperation and research practice

The cultural distance among disciplines and faculty members’ research cooperation are the
other attributes to analyse the working environment. Cultural distance or divergence, here,
refers to the perceived differences among academic units (or disciplines) as an impediment to
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research cooperation. The respondents witnessed that the relationships and communications
between faculties in different disciplines are weak. For example, a respondent from CHS
commented that due to the lack of cooperation between faculties across colleges, she “often
even forgets which campus the college of social sciences is located” (researcher, Nutrition and
Dietetics, personal communication, July 16, 2020). The respondent added that although
professionals from both academic units (i.e. CHS and CSSL) could have several research ideas
to investigate together, owing to the perceived unbridgeable disciplinary divergence, there are
almost no projects they are cooperating on. According to the respondents, parallel to the
perceived unbridgeable disciplinary differences, lack of cooperation among faculties might
have stemmed from the poor understanding of the shared institutional goals and values. For
example, MU underlines that large and medium-scale research projects aim to enhance multi
and interdisciplinary research practices (MU Research Proposals Evaluation, 2016). However,
instead of cooperating, faculty members often rationalise their differences sticking only to their
sub-disciplinary specialisations.

Concurrently, lack of collaboration marks a deficient research trend in the university. The
rationale: first, as the global trend shows, effective research performance is associated with
multidisciplinary studies and collaboration rather than solo efforts (Abramo et al., 2017).
Without strong cooperation, the organisational research culture is characterised by ‘silos’ or
fragmentation of efforts and research activities. Second, individuals will not possess all the
necessary qualities. Thus, if there is no collaboration, they lose the synergy from
complementary backgrounds (Abramo et al., 2017). Along the lines, each profession would
have salient traits to be integrated for effective research outcomes and activities, said a
respondent (lecturer, Public Health, personal communication, July 15, 2020). Third, often, since
it relies on the principle of ‘division of labour’, collaboration among faculty members increases
article production or research productivity, in general (Helsi & Lee, 2011). Therefore, the
perceived cultural distance and lack of collaboration indicate weak research culture in the
university (lecturer, Journalism and Communication, personal communication, July 14, 2020).

6.3.1.2.  Socialisation

The cooperation between eminent and novice researchers has significant roles in the research
performance of faculties. For example, as the head of research and community services at CHS
reported, roughly 60% of the university’s publication is produced by CHS. According to him
and other respondents, the main reason for the college's productivity is down to the early
socialisation of fledgling faculty members. At CHS, junior faculty members have the
opportunity to work along with prolific researchers. The college also has projects which
exclusively focus on research capacity building of PhD students and junior faculty members
(assistant professor, Nutrition and Dietetics, personal communication, July 16, 2020). The
socialisation practice, therefore, is perceived to be effective in familiarising novice researchers
with the research process and norms. Respondents from other academic units also confirmed
that the way CHS socialises junior faculty members is exemplary, and it would be the main
reason for its relative success. The head of Physics department, similarly, stated that supporting
inexperienced faculty members to work along with their senior counterparts benefited the
department in many ways. First, the cooperation between them helped the department increase
its research outputs. Second, mentoring helped junior colleagues improve their (external)
research engagement (personal communication, July 17, 2020). Hence, an extended period of
socialisation to research norms and activities is imperative for faculty members with less or no
research experiences to enhance their research performance. Likewise, writers pronounce that
mentoring is “the most effective form of research capacity development™ for young researchers

56



(Sawyerr, 2004, p. 222) and “an effective form of peer support for research” (Nguyen &
Klopper, 2014, p. 192).

On the other hand, respondents from CSSL pointed out that senior faculty members compete
for research categories designated for novice researchers instead of supporting them. For
example, despite small scale research projects are intended for young researchers below the
academic rank of assistant professor (MU Research Proposals Evaluation, 2016), senior
researchers often apply for funds in this category. Such an ‘unfair competition’, according to
the respondents, cannot help nurture a supportive working environment and it, ultimately,
discourages inexperienced faculty members. Furthermore, unlike the experience of CHS, it is
reported that senior faculty members far too seldom include junior researchers in their
externally funded projects (lecturer of Sociology, personal communication, July 14, 2020; MU
Strategic Plan, 2015). Accordingly, the respondents from CSSL claimed that the vast majority
of faculty members in their college receive little or no support, for example, on how to develop
proposals for external grants. Concurrently, a respondent from the Sociology department
asserted that the faculty has extremely weak external research participation. It also might have
critical roles in the research performance of the university. Due to financial constraints, the
university cannot fund as many research projects as the faculty needs. Hence, nurturing faculty
members about external research application could improve their research engagement and
performance. Without which, many faculty members will not have research opportunities
(personal communication, July 14, 2020). In the long-term, it will dent the prospect of creating
a vibrant research culture in the university.

Socialisation also refers to teaching newcomers social skills and knowledge to improve
participation in their new environment. Many believe that socialisation is crucial for newcomers
because it gives them a sense of inclusion and membership in the organisation. Therefore, it
needs institutional emphasis and senior faculty members’ willingness to run the duties.
However, the respondents asserted that MU appears to be sloppy regarding nurturing new
members with its research norms and expectations. Here is a testimony from a faculty member
who joined the university recently:
I started my career at another public university. Before I joined MU, I heard a lot about
its research practices. After I joined the university, I, of course, found that some of the
stories are true. However, I did not get the research practice as vibrant as I imagined. I
have observed some unfair practices regarding opportunities senior staff members should
give for their junior counterparts in research projects. Usually, things happen in cliques.
Especially when somebody is new to the university, it is hard to break the chain and to be
able to participate in research projects. Indeed, the university research grants are open for
any faculty member. Despite that, new and junior faculty members need the support and
guidance of the university and senior faculty member to get used to the system. Hence,
senior faculty members are responsible for mentoring junior counterparts to enhance their
research engagement and performance. The university also should organise training and
inductions. In my experience, I am not sure whether these kinds of activities materialise
in the university (lecturer, biomedical, personal communication, July 18, 2020).

Moreover, to institutionalise research socialisation, regular training programs, frequency of
research conferences (that are open for faculties to present their studies), workshops, appraisals
and induction programs are pivotal. According to the respondents, these activities can define
the culture of research participation and performance. To this end, faculty members reported
that they are not satisfied with the quality and quantity of such programs in the university.
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Regarding the adequacy and effectiveness of the training programs, a respondent from the

Department of Journalism and Communication said:
I participated in a couple of training programs on research methodology organised by the
college [CSSL]. I do not think the training programs are, considerably, effective.
Primarily, often, they are organised haphazardly. Secondly, only a few occasional training
programs are prepared, maybe, just for the sake of mere official reports (personal
communication, July 13, 2020).

Another respondent also commented on the weaknesses he has observed regarding the

accessibility and processes of organising research workshops and training programs:
I know that the university organises seminars and research training programs. However,
as far as my knowledge goes, they do not address all groups. Before conducting
inductions and research training programs, the university does not assess the demands
and gaps that need intervention. It would be due to the lack of assessments and context
study that the participation of faculty members in research workshops and training
programs is low. Therefore, we need more than these haphazardly coordinated activities
(lecturer, Math, personal communication, July 16, 2020).

In general, like many universities in the rest of Africa, the research practice at MU is plagued
by a rare sight of senior professors “working with junior colleagues on projects” (Sawyerr,
2004, p. 223). Accordingly, the mediocrity to accommodate and provide opportunities for
novice researchers would severely compromise conditions for the development of productive
research culture.

6.3.1.3.  Artifacts (the physical working environment)
Despite significant progress in the past few years, the university still has infrastructure
problems. For example, libraries are shelved with outdated books (MU Strategic Plan, 2015).
According to the respondents, laboratories are also poorly equipped. The vast majority of
faculty members share offices. Most of the offices are untidy, chaotic and crowded. They are
crammed with packs of papers, exam papers, and closely clustered desks. Faculty members
share not only office spaces but also desks and shelves with their colleagues. Concurrently, the
respondents reflected their frustrations on the mismatch between the university's expectation of
high research productivity and the unfavourable (physical) office environment. A lecturer of
Sociology, for example, posited that in a situation where many faculty members have no
personal computers and office spaces, it is unfair to expect them to fully engage in research and
work hard to realise the aims of the university. According to him,
It is contradictory to envision being among the top 25 universities in Africa by 2025 while
not fulfilling basic amenities for the daily activities of faculty members. Considering its
annual budget, it is a little perplexing that the university fails to fulfil necessary academic
infrastructures such as libraries, computer centres and, mainly, offices (personal
communication, July 14, 2020).

Moreover, the university is described by another respondent as “technologically backward.”
This respondent went on saying that,
We still do many things manually. Considering our current pace of technology application
for research activities, I do not think we will catch up with the developed world any time
soon. Thus, with this kind of organisational context, we may not manage to improve the
research performance of faculty members (lecturer, Information Science, personal
communication, July 15, 2020).
Particularly, faculties in the CSSL, have untidy office spaces, irregular or slow internet access,
and dysfunctional office equipment (e.g., copy machine, printers, shelves and file cabinets).
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They usually borrow printers even to print examinations. Furthermore, some respondents
reported that they often miss grant application deadlines for lack of regular internet access and
office places to work long hours. Thus, one can observe a sense of disappointment and even
despair. In this kind of predicament, it is difficult to successfully conduct daily routines of
teaching, let alone actively conducting researches.

The organisational structure of the university is another aspect of its artifacts. As discussed in
chapter four, MU has a centralised organisational structure. Like other public universities, it
operates under the regulation and management of the Ministry of Education. Under the MoE,
the university management and leadership comprise the board, senate, the president, vice-
presidents, managing council and the university council. It shows how hierarchical the
organisational structure is. It also denotes that people at the top of the leadership ladder decide
on key research issues. Thus, the centralised management of research and budgetary issues is
perceived to have critical roles in the research engagement of faculties. The head of research
and community services, CHS, had to say this:
If budgeting and other research decisions are decentralised, it might help improve the
research engagement of faculty members. I believe that almost all colleges have a clear
understanding of their objectives and goals. Therefore, if there is decentralisation, we
could manage our tasks effectively and efficiently (personal communication, July 20,
2020).
This cultural manifestation is consistent with the ideology of freedom of research. The argument
is that in a centralised organisational structure, bureaucratic controls supersede personal
autonomy and collegial self-empowerment (see Clark, 1980). Likewise, the interviewed leaders
of the sampled colleges mentioned the ‘bureaucratic red tape’ and the ‘command system’ of
funding as impediments to research activities. Here, it is vital to underline that centralising
actions and research efforts, in itself, might not be an obstacle. If managed carefully, centralised
management of research may help combine efforts for profound changes. It is a stumbling block
because the centralised system fails to understand the professional intricacies of academic units
and, thus, to treat them accordingly. Therefore, the respondents reported that the centralised
system does not encourage academic units to focus on their merits.

6.3.2. Perceived roles of research strategy, decision-making and leadership

According to the respondents, in principle, the university has a sound research strategy and
mission. Here are some of the reasons they mentioned why: firs, the university developed its
research thematic areas based on the socio-economic and political contexts of the country,
objectives of the growth and transformation plans (Growth and Transformation Plan I and II)
of the government, and some other cross-cutting issues. Hence, as a public institution, "it is an
effective way of setting its research directions" (lecturer of Sociology, personal communication,
July 14, 2020). Second, despite budgetary constraints, the university encourages all faculty
members to engage in research. For example, it has a research category that, specifically, targets
young and women faculty members. Senior faculty members also are encouraged to engage in
consultancy and external research collaborations. As an incentive, a principal investigator (PI)
in a research project is free from some additional duties (e.g., advising loads). Third, to enhance
the quality of PhD dissertations, the university financially supports staff members who study
for a PhD in domestic universities. Therefore, a respondent argued that its research strategy
makes MU one of the best universities in Ethiopia (assistant professor of Geography and
Environmental Study, personal communication, July 15, 2020). The dean of CSSL, also
claimed that since the university takes research excellence “as a matter of survival”, its strategy
concentrates on endeavours that would help improve research engagement and quality of
publications.
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However, as a Research Capacity Needs Assessment of Mekelle University'* indicates,
although
university research grants provide important research opportunities and experience,
especially for fledgling researchers, [...] [among other issues] the modest funding and
short timeframe for project completion limits the scope, learning, impact and potential for
publishing in international journals (Doyle & Pulford, 2016, p. 5).
The report also documents that there is a problem in institutional support services for research
practices. “Administrative support to research projects is limited and there is little awareness of
the value of having robust research administration in place” (Doyle & Pulford, 2016, p. 7).

Moreover, notwithstanding the respondents do not doubt the university’s strategic emphasis for
research, however, they echoed discontent regarding the research thematic areas and the general
‘top-down’ decision-making process. The study participants witnessed that since most of the
research-related activities are centralised, individual researchers or academic units do not have
the autonomy to set research priorities according to their disciplinary focus areas. Although
respondents in leadership positions disagreed, their counterparts (i.e. respondents who are not
in leadership positions) claimed that the university’s research priorities and grants are
influenced by the types of disciplines and research the top management endorses.

A respondent from the Physics department, for example, said that because the leadership
favours applied researches, MU’s research strategy marginalises basic research which
physicists, often, concentrate on. He further commented:
As a physics professor, I believe, the research thematic areas of MU overlook studies in
basic sciences. They concentrate on issues that are supposed to have immediate use. Thus,
basic research projects are marginalised by the university and the government. If [ should
be specific, for the majority of the leaders are from the agriculture department, the
thematic areas focus on agriculture and related issues. Therefore, because their studies
are taken to be out of these research focus areas, it is hard for my colleagues to get
research grants from the university. And, they work better with the regional [Tigray
region] science and technology minister than with MU (personal communication, July 17,
2020).
The dean of CSSL, however, defended that the university supposedly understates basic
research, not due to leadership biases to certain disciplines. It is because the government
encourages public universities to focus on applied research. Accordingly, the university
endeavoured to improve applied research (personal communication, July 15, 2020).

As a logical sequel, regarding the general research-related decision-making processes, on the
one hand, the leadership and the university legislation claim active involvement of all pertinent
stakeholders (mainly teachers and students). To the contrary, the (interviewed) faculty members
(with no leadership positions) believed that the management actions are unilateral. Hence, they
claimed, it inhibits the inclusion of all necessary views from faculty members. Along the lines,
Abdela and Pillay (2014) write that academics at universities have no role or limited
opportunities to engage in university and government consultations regarding development and
other reform agendas. Designing thematic areas is indeed pivotal to focus on the development
plans of the country. However, when decisions are made only by a few people, the vast majority
of faculty member may not engage in creative researches as they will focus on what they believe
the authorities would like them to do. It also entails a hierarchical underlying assumption that

14 A study conducted by a group led by Liverpool School of Tropical Medicine (LSTM).
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the university and the higher education system in Ethiopia at large follow when it comes to the
nature of human relationship (see Schein, 2004) in the research activities.

Excluding those in leadership positions, the respondents generally asserted that the university
leadership is weak in organising, facilitating, monitoring and motivating faculties to engage in
research activities. For example, a respondent from the department of Information Science
commented:
I do not think the leaders are willing to listen to the interests of the university community.
They do not work in unison with the rest of us. They often mind their business and do
organisational duties haphazardly. The leadership lacks the quality and interest to guide
employees towards achieving the organisational goals. It should have been effective in
mentoring and facilitating faculty members to internalise the missions of the university
(personal communication, July 15, 2020).
Another respondent, similarly, noted: “the leadership is ineffective in nurturing the faculty
members with the university values and pushing us to actively engage in university-wide
research activities” (lecturer of Public Health, personal communication, July 15, 2020).

The participants indeed believed that the leaders have research knowledge and the expertise on
what it takes to enhance research productivity. However, the respondents argued, they are
ineffective in materialising their expertise and initiating OC that accommodates the research
engagement of all faculty members. One possible reason for this would be that, according to a
respondent,
The leaders concentrate on administrative tasks than on academic and research-related
objectives. Hence, they do not have the time, focus and energy to coordinate, lead and
mentor faculty members to actively engage in research (lecturer, Journalism and
Communication and head of quality assurance office, CSSL, personal communication,
July 14, 2020).
There is also a perception that the leadership is weak in publicising inspirational research
accomplishments through research symposiums, seminars and other similar programs. The
practice in this regard, however, vary across academic units. The respondents, for example,
venerated CHS for its success in propagating the visibility of best practices.

It was also commented on the leadership’s management qualities to lead institutional change
and continuity. A respondent, a researcher in higher education and history professor, argued
that, due to lack of higher education management knowledge and skills, the leadership lacks
the expertise to synthesise change and continuity (of the academic identity). According to him,
the university system “relies on individuals’ will instead of a well-designed management
philosophy” (personal communication, July 13, 2020). Moreover, it is reported that changes
could be introduced with little thorough thinking and consultation of pertinent stakeholders
(particularly the faculty). Accordingly, the respondent averred that although “it is good that the
leaders are in favour of changes, they might not be well-versed with the rationale for change,
however.” Thus, they often fail to contextualise changes and maintain the core academic
identities (personal communication, July 13, 2020). Among other issues, this implies that the
leadership is less effective in studying the situation and synchronising the existing research
culture with the changing organisational, local and international contexts.

However, for the faculty in leadership roles, being in a continuous change, in itself, is an
exercise to adapt to the changing national and global context. Most importantly, they
rationalised that most of the ‘presumed’ leadership flaws are, mainly, due to the government
control on the university system. The university has no autonomy to act by its own choices (Dea
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& Zeleke, 2017). Leaders do not have the freedom and flexibility to decide on many issues. A

respondent, who has been an adviser to the university president, supported this view.
The university leaders might not have autonomy and the necessary decision power, for
example, to allocate budgets based on the university’s preferences. For the university
system is controlled by the government, it is tricky to judge the leadership role in
facilitating activities. However, in many other issues, one cannot deny that they have
crucial roles that could determine the success of the faculty and the university (department
of Foreign Languages, personal communication, July 16, 2020).

Owing to the centralised institutional framework for research and the higher education system
in Ethiopia at large, universities cannot, for example, move funds between budget funds except
approved by the government (Yallew, 2020). Not only that, the government interferes in other
internal affairs of universities. Therefore, because of weak self-governance autonomy,
universities and their academic units might not, as such, decide on their specific research
strengths. The role of leaders is limited to monitoring the proper implementation of agendas
and efficient utilisation of budgets allocated by the government (dean CSSL, personal
communication, July 15, 2020; dean CNCS, personal communication, July 16, 2020). For these
reasons, according to the dean of CSSL, the assertions about the weaknesses of the university
leadership overestimated the authority of leaders. He argued that the university has an
organisational structure and guidelines for its different duties. Hence, the leaders’ role
concentrates on facilitating the bureaucracy. This view might be right. However, first, it is vital
to know that there is a symbiotic relationship between a system and the personnel that leads it.
Leaders can influence the system as much as they can be influenced by it. Second, it is
impossible to stop faculty members from expecting a high level of effectiveness from their
leaders. As Tierney (1985) argues, instead, it is necessary to examine what faculty members
expect from their leaders. Third, creating a system suitable for high research performance is the
mandate of the leaders. As Schein (2004) underlines, leaders are creators of culture. Thus, if
they fail to create a successful group, that means they are failed.

In sum, the respondents’ assertions illustrate the leadership’s control of the decision-making
and knowledge creation process. As such, it directly answers the diagnostic question from
Tierney’s OC model framed to analyse the strategy dimension: who are the main actors and
how decisions are arrived at? Moreover, the centralised decision-making norm reveals the
underlying assumption of the university towards the nature of human activity (see Schein,
2004). It signifies that the university does not assume faculties grow and develop in diverse
ways. For example, it does not give faculty members considerable authority to decide on issues
they need to research. Hence, the systems of communication and decision-making process are
not founded on autonomy, effective participation and freedom of the faculty and academic units
— which are among the pivotal cultural ethos supporting research achievement of faculties and
HEIs (Edgar & Geare, 2013). The research culture in the university, thus, lacks intellectual
diversity and liveliness. This, in turn, believed to have a great bearing on the process of human
development and empowerment of faculties in research endeavours. Hence, despite the
Ethiopian government and the university reiterate that university teachers’ intellectual freedom
is intact, practically the underlying assumption held by these stakeholders does not prove that
they believe faculties are ultimately capable of taking responsibilities and do the right thing.
Thus, faculty members address people in higher management as ‘them’ which signifies a clear
hierarchical structure. The ‘us’ versus ‘them’ classification indicates the lack of collegial
relationships and interactive communication.
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Finally, it is crucial to underline two issues. First, it is unfair to claim that all academic units
have similar leadership performance concerning research productivity. For example, to improve
research performance, CHS has undertaken various activities. It has strategic and annual plans.
It restructured the organisational structure (to improve the accomplishment of its strategic
goals) (Doyle & Pulford, 2016). This kind of leadership experience is believed to enhance the
research engagement of faculty members. Second, notwithstanding the weaknesses discussed
above, MU attempts to improve the research productivity of faculty members. The leadership
is keen to allow more time for the faculty to engage in research (assistant professor, Nutrition
and Dietetics, personal communication, July 16, 2020).

6.3.3. Communication

Except the respondents in leadership positions, (the rest of) the respondents reported that they

do not believe there is effective communication among faculties (i.e. communication at co-

workers level) and between the faculty and the leadership (i.e. university level). For example,

a respondent from the Department of Information Sciences reported:
As a system, we can say that there is a communication channel that links the different
offices from top to bottom. By referring to this, one may claim that the university has an
effective communication system. Yet, it is difficult to believe that it serves its purpose.
For example, to develop research guidelines, structurally, the communication should take
place as follows. First, the team which drafts the research guidelines should send them to
the academic vice-president. The academic vice-president communicates college deans;
then to department heads. Department heads also send the guidelines to different teams
in the respective departments. Then, faculty members discuss in groups. However, this
line of communication does not effectively work. That is why we [faculty members]
complain a lot about the research guidelines (personal communication, July 15, 2020).

In terms of control, top-level managers and leaders command the communication structure.
Organisational hierarchy guides the direction of the communication flow (Sharma et al., 2015).
Hence, leaders influence content production and dissemination. Because vertical
communication inheres hierarchical barriers (Marynissen, 2011), it, in turn, is believed to
hamper the active engagement of faculties in research practices and programs. A respondent, a
lecturer of Journalism and Communication, claimed that the university has “a rigged
communication system. For example, often external projects are given to people who have close
informal communications with the office that handles it” (personal communication, July 13,
2020). A respondent, lecturer of Information Science and a former head of quality assurance
office, CNCS, similarly, shared the perception that the communication system is rigged and
dysfunctional. According to him, whether it is due to miscommunication or manipulative
action, he knows that research projects already done awarded to other faculty members. He
contended that he could not think of any other plausible reason for this unless it is either due to
a malicious act or a futile communication system that fails to keep the decision-makers abreast
of what is going on in the university (personal communication, July 15, 2020). Other
respondents also reflected their views on the challenges of accessing up-to-date and accurate
information.
Partly, due to the negligence of leaders at college and department levels, most often,
notifications about research grants do not reach all faculty members on time. It is also
baffling to see coordinators who are supposed to have the information complaining just
like the rest of us [faculty members] about the lack of timely information. Let alone
among the rest of the faculty, there is a critical communication gap among the leaders
(assistant professor, Geography and Environmental Studies, personal communication,
July 15, 2020).
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Moreover, according to the respondents, the lack of clear and continuous communication about
the principles, values and guidelines of research in the university created ambiguity on the
research strategies and practices. A respondent, for example, reported:
We know that the university has research strategies, objectives and goals that we should
internalise. However, they are not well-versed and communicated to the academic staff.
Thus, all of us will not be on the same page regarding the research practices (lecturer,
Public Health, personal communication, July 15, 2020).
Accordingly, it is believed that faculty members do not adhere to consensual research norms
and intellectual synergy (see also Kyvik, 1995). Thus, according to the respondents, the
unifying ideology regarding research practices is weak. In other words, the lack of regular and
continuous discussions and communications on the (research) mission and strategies of the
university might have created symbolic divergence and, presumably, led to a divergent
understanding of the university’s reality and of its research norms and values. It implies that, in
the words of a respondent, “everybody does her/his business as s’he wishes.” It, in turn, leads
to the propensity of weak OC through fragmentation of organisational values (Information
Science, personal communication, July 15, 2020).

It is believed that the loose communication process created ineffective coordination of units
and faculty members for shared duties of the university. As Bess and Dee (2008) point out,
when (academic) units and people in them are uncoordinated, they will lose touch with each
other and therefore drift from the institutional mission. It, consequentially, creates subgroups
and foster a sense of alienation among some groups. Similarly, the respondents, often,
mentioned names of academic units that they believe have distinct research experiences than
theirs. For example, respondents from the CSSL, frequently, raised the research experience of
CHS and the divergence in research culture between the two colleges. They also argued that
their college does not have the favourable attention CHS enjoys. Therefore, because “research
is a highly social and political process of communication, interaction, and exchange” (Bland &
Ruffin, 1992, p. 385), this (unhealthy) sense of divergence between the research culture and
experiences of academic units would have been dealt with effective communication and
scholarly dialogues.

The respondents also claimed that not only between leaders and the faculty but the formal
communication at the co-workers level (i.e. among faculty members) is also discrete. All the
respondents (excluding those in leadership positions) reported that discussions among faculty
members on the organisational values and the university’s mission are rare. Thus, faculty
members often use informal means of communication to access research-related information
and create networks with experienced researchers. In line with this, a respondent commented:
“if you need to have big opportunities, you must have a good network with senior researchers.
And, there is no way you can do this unless it is through informal communications and personal
relationships™ (lecturer, Public Health, personal communication, July 15, 2020). In a similar
vein, Biglan (1973b) indicates that because typical university departments do not have a formal
structure in its stricter sense, informal relationships among colleagues will be vital for research
activities.

However, the respondents in leadership positions dismissed the claim that there is a lack of
clear communication on research-related issues. They contended that the university’s strategic
plan, research proposal guidelines and research result reporting forms are accessible online and
in print. Instead, the dean of CSSL blamed faculties for their lack of commitment to read and
follow the research guidelines and their courage to inquire responsible persons for the necessary
information. He, thus, said:
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I think we have an open system of communication. We also process all research activities
based on the research guidelines of the university. Moreover, these guiding principles are
accessible and clear enough for anyone. We post research calls on the university website
and noticeboards. Therefore, any faculty member is free and, of course, encouraged to
compete for the grants accordingly (personal communication, July 15, 2020).
The dean of the CNCS shared this view. He added, not only communicating the guidelines, the
university also frequently requests comments and suggestions from the faculty (personal
communication, July 15, 2020).

Moreover, according to the dean of CSSL, the lack of effective communication would be
attributed to the poor ‘information culture’!> among faculty members rather than the university
failing to avail the necessary information. However, some researchers, for example, Tuan
claims that “organisational visions are most effectual when conspicuously communicated by
top organisational leaders” (2010, p. 252). To bridge the communication gap, leaders are
supposed to devote a considerable amount of time to communicate with the faculty. If not,
misunderstanding will permeate the situation. That is probably why, according to a respondent,
since the leaders are not in continuous close interactions with their subordinates, despite some
of the allegations against them are untrue, misperceptions persist (lecturer, Sociology, personal
communication, July 15, 2020). Most importantly, successful communication is not about
merely setting communication channels. It requires making sure that there is a high level of
participation among all members of the university.

In fairness, to a certain extent, there had been positive sides regarding the leadership's role in
the communication process. For example, the former MU president used to tweet and group
email about national and international research grants and scholarly events. Thus, because the
faculty and academic units do not have the culture and systems for scanning national and
international grant calls, the messages from him had been pivotal to keep faculty members
abreast of external research grants and scholarships. Therefore, it shows the leadership's
engagement in the new channels of communication to create broad access to research
information. As such, it is an attribute of the modern-day leadership and communication system.

In sum, in the absence of effective communications, one can hardly expect a conducive
environment for active research engagement and knowledge production. According to social
constructivism, knowledge, after all, is produced through effective communications among the
members of an organisation (Bess & Dee, 2008). It is even claimed that effective interaction
among faculty members, by itself, can enhance research performance (Dundar & Lewis, 1998).
In the same vein, the respondents argued that an effective information process is crucial in
building the research culture at MU. As was argued, effective interaction fetches intellectual
synergy. Most importantly, the clarity of the research norms of the university is dependent on
the quality of the organisational communication. Hence, in a university as big as MU, a
structured and functional means of communications are pivotal for different reasons: first, to
minimise the high level of communication distortion owing to the high number of structures.
Second, to enhance the cumulative efforts of faculties in research performance. Third, as
universities are composed of loosely coupled or coordinated sub-systems (or sub-cultures)
(Weick, 1976), effective communication is necessary to interrelate these different sub-systems.
Therefore, the respondents underlined the necessity of communication mechanisms that ensure
openness and a complete sharing of information.

15 poor information culture refers to “assumptions, values, and norms” that faculty members have to sharing
and using information (Choo, 2013, as cited in Taye et al., 2019, p. 80).
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6.3.4. Institutional research emphasis and mission

As discussed in chapter four, research projects at MU fall under three categories — small scale,
medium scale and large scale projects. The university requires both experienced and novice
researchers to work together (to improve experience sharing). For example, for small-scale
research project applications, teams are encouraged to follow senior-junior composition. A
large scale research project should also include a minimum of four team members from at least
three inter-college/institute professionals, including two senior professionals (i.e. assistant
professor and above), two junior researchers (below assistant professor) and at least two
postgraduate students (MU Research Proposals Evaluation, 2016). It shows the emphasis on
teamwork. In principle, since it creates a shared framework of values for their actions, one can
argue that the focus on teamwork can improve the research performance of faculty members.

In its strategic plan and other documents, the university also indicated that its research strategy
and mission are aligned with the Growth and Transformation Plans (GTP I & II) of the country.
Furthermore, the requirements for research grant applications and academic promotion
enshrined in the university legislation signify the prominence, at least, in principle, it provides
for research. For example, promotion to assistant professorship entails a PhD degree or master’s
degree and “at least one article in a reputable journal since last promotion” (MU Senate
Legislation, 2017, p. 55). A grant application for the large scale research category also requires
publications if faculty members were funded by the university fund schemes in the past two
years (MU Research Proposals Evaluation, 2016). Based on Cameron and Quinn’s CVF
dimensions of internal versus external orientation, these requirements indicate the university’s
emphasis on both its internal and external orientation to improve the research performance of
faculty members. Regarding the external orientation, the university underlines that its research
practices should consider government development programs. The university also encourages
faculty members to work with the industry, despite its weaknesses practically. The publication
requirement for academic promotion, on the other hand, is an example of the university’s
internal orientation. Thus, its mission and strategies elucidate that MU has a research-focused
strategy and goals. Nevertheless, in practice, the university focuses on teaching than on its
research function.

Concerning its mission, it seems that the university has objectives that provide employees with
a sense of shared vision about its long-term goals. The mission of the university is
Pursuing excellence in academics, research and community services and contributing to
the advancement of knowledge, economic growth and social welfare to national and
international community through excelling in innovation and entrepreneurship,
partnering with national and international institutions, and empowering communities
(MU Strategic Plan (2015/16-2019/20), 2015, p. 26).
The mission communicates a clear sense of purpose. Objectivity, enhanced impact and
servitude to the public are also the guiding principles of the research and development policy
of the university (MU Research Proposals Evaluation, 2016). Hence, in theory, the university
has an organisational value that encourages research engagement.

The study participants also had positive outlooks towards the mission statement and values of
the university. According to them, in principle, the mission of the university regarding its
research activities is fascinating. For example, a respondent who is a lecturer of Sociology
indicated that, on paper, the university’s mission or the overarching ideology is well versed. If
the faculty practically focusses on the values versed in the mission statement, the respondent
added, the university could have attained its long-sought goals. Therefore, as it stands, the
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university has a well-stated overarching ideology (personal communication, July 14, 2020).
Moreover, a respondent from the Math department commented:
Theoretically, the mission statement of the university seems rosy. When we read it, |
believe, it has triggering factors for faculty members to immerse in research. Thus, if we
could internalise it, we could know how and where the university is heading (personal
communication, July 16, 2020).
As discussed in the theoretical framework (chapter three), mission as a cultural dimension,
refers, among other issues, to the agreement between the mission statement of a university and
its practices. Hence, a mere statement of mission cannot show the success of a university or the
productivity of its OC. Success is about the feasibility of the promises articulated in the mission.
Concurrently, in practice, many respondents believed, there is a divergence between the desired
(preferred) culture and the aims prescribed in the mission and the actual (current) research
culture.

The alignment between the university’s overarching ideology (i.e. the mission) and its actual
practices is one of the factors that determine (research) productivity and effectiveness. The
respondents, accordingly, indicated that despite the significant increase in numbers of
publications, the university is still far from achieving its primary mission — solving societal
problems. A respondent, to this end, aptly commented:
Generally, I can say that there is a change in attitude towards research engagement. Also,
the publication output is increasing. However, the concern is that social issues remain
alarming. It means that the societal relevance of our studies is negligible. Taking this into
consideration, one may not claim that the desired research culture stipulated in the
mission and the practice on the ground come into convergence (Dean, CNCS, personal
communication, July 16, 2020).
Hence, mere bibliometric measures of productivity prove neither the successful implementation
of the university’s mission nor the achievement of the true essence of productivity. Effective
research performance entails converting research outputs into products that benefit society.

Moreover, compared to the organisational preparedness of the university, its mission statement
is (over) ambitious. Although the university has a progressive mission, the organisational
context does not seem to be conducive to put its mission into practice. For example, the
university has the mission to ‘pursue excellence in academics, research and community services
through excelling in innovation and entrepreneurship’ (MU Strategic Plan (2015/16-2019/20),
2015, p. 26). Nevertheless, it has no enough resources and centres of excellence to realise this
mission.
The university has no enough budget compared to the number of research proposals
submitted for funding. Only a few numbers of research projects get financial support each
year. Even those are inadequately funded. Sometimes the researchers are forced to cancel
some activities. Obviously, it will negatively impact research quality. For example, in the
College of Natural and Computational Sciences, most studies need state-of-the-art
laboratory equipment. However, our laboratories are poorly furnished. Often, we send
geological samples overseas for laboratory tests. It also takes time, energy and, most
importantly, costs a lot. When faculty members plan to conduct high-quality studies, they
face these hurdles. Thus, it is discouraging (dean, CNCS, personal communication, July
16, 2020).

Also, as it aims to improve its international visibility, despite the university presses the faculty

to publish in high-standard international journals, as mentioned above, the respondents are less
optimistic that the existing research practice is apt to achieve this goal. They also stated that
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due to lack of experiences and (English) language proficiency, publishing in foreign-language
journals is challenging for most faculty members. However, the university does not have
appropriate intervention strategies and mechanisms to curb this challenge.

Therefore, the mismatch between the desired culture (presented in the mission statement) and
the practice on the ground could have a great bearing on the research performance of faculty
members. The absence of fit between the mission statement and the actual research culture
could create ambiguity and disappointment among the faculties instead of energising them to
improve their research engagement. As a respondent, a researcher on Ethiopian higher
education, posited, the incongruity between the desired culture (the mission of the university)
and the actual practice, often, puts him in despair, loss of morale and decreasing work
effectiveness (personal communication, July 13, 2020). This view is consistent with Wallach’s
(1983) argument that the divergence between individuals’ goals and organisational practices
will result in frustration. Accordingly, to augment the feasibility of its mission and research
engagement of its faculties, the university should synchronise its ambitions, practice and
expectations of the faculty. Enhancing the shared assumptions of the faculty about its core
aspects is also believed to be pivotal. Since mission dictates the organisational strategies and
practices (Schein, 2004), helping employees internalise the mission statement has substantial
roles in research performance (Vasyakin et al., 2016).

Finally, it is vital to mention that at the backdrop of the mentioned challenges, there is also a
sense of optimism from the participants that the situation will change for MU is recently
designated as a research-oriented public university. According to the dean of CNCS, this is a
recognition of the university's endeavours so far and shows its prospect of becoming a centre
of (research) excellence (personal communication, July 16, 2020). The optimism is due to the
expectation that, as a research-oriented university, MU will focus on graduate programs. It will
also receive substantial human and financial supports from the government if it should live up
to its name. Thus, although it will take considerable effort to create a research supportive
organisational culture, a change from teaching-focused to research-focused duties will create a
conducible environment for faculties to engage in research. It will, at least, make research an
institutional priority at MU.

6.3.5. Espoused values and assumptions of faculties towards their research practice
The perceived alignment between the espoused values (i.e. action rationalisations, aspirations,
beliefs and values) of the university and its practices (i.e. theory-in-use, see also Argyris &
Schon, 1978) signifies effective organisational performance. To the contrary, the disconnection
between espoused (and perceived values) and behaviours indicates ineffectiveness. Mainly
because they can be aspirations or proposed course of actions of a particular organisation,
values can be questioned and challenged. Likewise, the interviewed faculty members, often,
questioned the various aspects of the proposed actions, practices and values of the university.
For example, they challenged the fairness and viability of the research guidelines and project
monitoring method of the university. A respondent, to this end, commented:
I had been working as a quality assurance head of the College of Natural and
Computational Sciences. I was also a member of the university monitoring and evaluation
team. While I was in those roles, I had the chance to know that most of the research
evaluation criteria and measurement mechanisms do not match with the stated core values
of the university. Thus, if we strictly abide by the core values of the university, only a
handful of researchers will be eligible to conduct researches. Of course, MU has many
excellent researchers. However, they did great not, necessarily, with the help of the core
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values and research guidelines of the university, but by their unremitting efforts (personal
communication, July 15, 2020).

The respondents were also cautious about the attention given to research quantity as an indicator
of productivity. They claimed that although the university reiterates research quality as its core
value, practically, it focusses on the number of publications than the implications of the research
findings. In line with this, the respondents also questioned their espoused values (as
professionals). As university professors, they stated, ‘doing quality research’ is their
professional integrity. However, despite their aspiration or rationalisation to focus on quality,
the aim for quantity (high number of publications regardless of practical values) reigns supreme.
According to the head of the quality assurance office of CSSL, except few, the vast majority of
faculty members concentrate on the number of publications and the amount of money they can
earn from the research grants (personal communication, July 14, 2020). To this end, there is a
divergence between the stipulated espoused values and the research practice. Therefore, the
incongruence between the values aspired and the reality on the ground indicates low research
performance. The respondents thus contended that it creates confusion on their individual and
organisational long-term research goals.

Hence, if organisational values guide the behaviours of employees (Schein, 2004), challenging
the research values and norms of the university could mean that faculty members are less
committed to the organisational goals. It occurs, often, when the organisational values are
abstract and mutually contradictory (Schein, 2004, p. 30). Similarly, as was argued in the other
parts of this study (e.g., institutional research emphasis and mission), the respondents reported
that the university has ambitions and goals that do not consider the available resources,
professional commitment, quality and working habits. For example, a respondent commented:
As a university, we have many ambitious goals. However, we are not working
accordingly. There are many issues we should resolve; for example, regarding research
conduct, financial management, accessibility of resources and others. Without solving
these challenges, it is difficult to narrow the gap between the desired culture and the actual
culture and solidify the organisational values (research and community services head,
CHS, personal communication, July 20, 2020).

On the other hand, in some respects, espoused values are taken to be latent mechanisms of
guiding principles to the faculty. For example, faculty members have informally agreed upon
punctuality norms. Research seminars and discussion forums, usually, do not start on time for
the fact that lateness is tolerable. Hence, it tells about the underlying assumptions towards the
nature of time. Regardless of time is a scarce resource in the research world, here it is flexible
and unbridled. According to the university legislation and the 2009 FDRE university
proclamation, university teachers must allocate 25% of their working time for research.
However, the respondents reported that only a few faculty members take this rule seriously and
adjust their programs accordingly. In that sense, time is fluid. No matter how structured are the
work schedules and organisational requirements, they are followed loosely. Breaching
punctuality rules is tolerable than losing group cohesion. This polychronic time assumption,
according to Schein, would be crucial to solving “complex problems where information is
widely scattered” (2004, p. 156) — which defines the Ethiopian context. The strategy, vision and
plans of the university also show its assumption about time as an institution — i.e. whether it
dwells in the past, focuses on the present or aspires for the future (see also Schein, 2004). In its
five-year strategic plan, MU promises to carefully allocate its research resources to priority
areas of interest identified as research themes that will have a sound impact on poverty
reduction, creation of employment opportunities, economic growth, ensuring good governance

69



and democratisation (MU Strategic Plan (2015/16-2019/20), 2015, p. 6). The university also
envisions becoming one of the top 25 universities in Africa by 2025. These instances indicate
its aspirations about the future than it dwells in the past and to the present. Its future-orientation
might help the university have long-range plans (see also Schein, 2004).

Moreover, individuals’ assumptions about reality influence their overt behaviour (Schein,
2004). As pertinent stakeholders (of their university), faculty members do have taken-for-
granted or deeply held assumptions, among other issues, on their research activities and
engagement. For example, even though they know that research is an integral part of their
profession, for (the interviewed) MU faculty members, teaching is the priority. During formal
and informal conversations, in the face of their rationalisations (usually, due to high teaching
load and research-unfriendly organisational context), faculty members seemed deeply perceive
that teaching effectively is what the university, the government and other pertinent stakeholders
(e.g., their colleagues and students) ultimately expect from them. Therefore, the respondents
claimed that they and their colleagues accord little attention to their research responsibilities. A
respondent, for example, commented:
In terms of teaching-learning and community services, we are doing well. The level of
research engagement, however, is negligible. We can argue that the organisational context
is not as favourable for research engagement as for other duties. For example, I practice
my teaching responsibilities effectively because I believe my professional performance is
primarily judged according to my teaching roles (lecturer, Journalism and
Communication, personal communication, July 13, 2020).
A study by Berhanu Abera (2018) on five Ethiopian public universities (including MU),
similarly, finds that research and academic publishing are considered subsidiary activities to
teaching and other activities. Accordingly, faculty members focus on the teaching and learning
activities than researching (although the university legislated that publication is the pathway to
academic promotion).

The credence that networks and academic ranks as decisive factors to win research grants is the
other deeply held assumption of faculty members. Most of the interviewed faculties,
particularly those with little or no research experience, assumed that academic profile and
personal contacts influence the decision-making concerning research grants. Here, it is vital to
note that the assertion that informal relationships influence grant decision-making might leave
one with a huge burden of proof. However, the assumption concerning the inflated advantages
of high academic rank to earn research grants is not a mere assumption. As a respondent
affirmed, previously, the university research guidelines primarily focus on the “richness of
applicants’ curriculum vitae” (dean, CNCS, personal communication, July 16, 2020). Hence,
to ensure fairness of opportunities, nowadays, there are different research grants categories that
accommodate all cohorts (i.e. young, junior and senior) of the faculty member. Yet, the
assumption is still intact. It would be because, as Schein (2004) states, values turn out to be
taken-for-granted assumptions after they are empirically tested by the groups that they work. In
a similar vein, this assumption of the respondents persists (i.e. becomes theory-in-use or guides
their behaviour) because young and junior faculty members had, of course, insufficient research
opportunities because of their academic ranks.

It is also assumed that joining a group with research experiences increases the chances of
winning grants with low-quality proposals than one tries to do it alone with an excellent
research proposal. The interviewed junior faculty members assumed that the opportunities for
their senior counterparts are always higher; despite the university tries to address the demands
of all cohorts. As mentioned above, such an assumption might not occur in a vacuum. Instead,
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it happens only when organisational members (faculties) develop a certain degree of consensus
on “results from repeated success in implementing certain beliefs and values™ (Schein, 2004, p.
31). This underlying assumption towards the exiting context, therefore, would have a great
bearing on the views of the faculty towards the nature of their activities and the means they
choose to achieve their goals. For example, fledgling faculties can focus on creating contacts
with people who are supposedly familiar with how the system works to win grants rather than
relying on their abilities.

In conclusion, as Schein (2004) discusses, it is natural that the aspirations of an organisation
might not be accepted by the members immediately. Hence, for the faculty members to
devotedly practice the research principles and guidelines, leaders and the organisation, at large,
are expected to prove that their propositions can work reliably. Most importantly, it is crucial
to check that the research values and principles are not mere aspirations and reasonably
congruent with taken-for-granted or underlying assumptions of the faculty (Schein, 2004).
Also, when we talk about assumptions, the critical point would be that most of the issues the
interviewed faculty members took for granted do not seem to be in line with the values and the
assumptions that the university stipulated in its different documents. Moreover, the respondents
rarely tried to link their assumptions with the essence of the university’s mission. These issues
might make the process of nurturing a productive research culture an arduous journey.
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Chapter 7: Summary, conclusion and recommendations

This chapter summarises the main points of the analysis and draws overall conclusions. The
objective of the study was to explore the perceptions of Mekelle University faculty members
towards the role of OC in their research performance. To address this objective, the study was
guided by the following three research questions:

1. What is the OC in Mekelle University?

2. How do faculty members describe the role of subcultures in their research performance?

3. How do faculty members of Mekelle University perceive the role of OC (i.e. working
environment, decision-making and leadership, communication, mission, organisational
aspirations and employees’ assumptions) in their research performance?

The purpose of the first research question was to explore the organisational culture of MU. To
discuss the role of OC in the research performances of faculty members, it was vital to
understand their views on the core aspects of the general OC of the university. Also, regardless
of the dominance of the institutional culture, universities are not monolithic entities. The
different disciplines or subunits in a university have peculiar cultural attributes. The second
research question, thus, aimed to scrutinise the perspectives of faculty members on the role of
(disciplinary) subcultures in their research performance. Finally, the third research question
investigated the general impression of faculties towards the role of OC in their research
performance. To address these research questions, this qualitative exploratory single-case study
relied on data gathered using semi-structured interviews with key informants and document
analysis. The study was guided by a synthesis of two OC frameworks — Edgar Schein’s OC
model and William Tierney’s framework to study OC.

7.1. Summary

7.1.1. Organisational culture of MU

The study found that the respondents do not believe that the university has a single OC that
guides the overall research activities. Faculty members could not remark one form of culture
they believe is the only way they can imagine doing things or use as a point of departure for
their research routines (see Schein, 2004). To expound it in more detail, it implies that if the
different typologies of culture advocate for different types of behaviour or actions: for example,
hierarchy culture — application of formal research rules and policies; clan culture — teamwork
and shared values in research; adhocracy culture — to focus on innovative and pioneering
research initiatives (Cameron & Quinn, 2006), no specific or a dominant OC would mean that
faculty members might not have a particular research norm, value and philosophical
underpinning they have to follow. The study showed that the assortment of various disciplines
is the main reason for the diversity of OC of MU.

The study also found that faculty members believed that the alignment between theirs and the
organisational espoused aspirations and practices on the ground is imperative to improve
research performance. It is indicated that even the innate spark and personal characteristics of
faculty members — for example, motivation, research knowledge and skills, networks with
productive colleagues — which are decisive for effective research engagement are under the
aegis of OC. In other words, as the study revealed, personal attributes by themselves are not
sufficient for effective research performance. Faculty members can have negotiating power
(e.g., the necessary training in their fields of studies, research skills and knowledge, and the
desire to engage in research). Yet, without a research-friendly environment, it is challenging to
improve one’s research performance. Thus, the study results showed that OC is pivotal because
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it dictates faculty members how to put their qualities into practice. OC, for that matter, can be
characterised as a power to leverage a repertoire of expertise resided in faculty members’ minds.

Hence, employees (i.e. faculties) seek validation of their abilities by checking the consistency
between their personal attributes and organisational requirements (Van Vianen, 2000) — both at
subcultures level and beyond. It is, partly, due to this reason that the alignment of the values of
the faculty members and their organisation becomes pivotal. As such, institutional commitment
and emphasis for research endeavours and faculty members’ trust about their contribution to
this end believed to increase their research performance and the university’s at large. In sum,
the overall impression shows that the fit between faculty members’ values (i.e. values defined
as conscious desire of individuals) and the values of the university in general and its sub-
cultures’, in particular, is imperative for personal and organisational effectiveness in research.
Values congruence is decisive because, according to Van Vianen (2000), values are conceived
to be enduring and fundamental aspects of both employees and their organisation.

7.1.2. Disciplinary differences and research performance

The study results showed that we have two main perspectives regarding the perceived roles of
disciplinary differences in research performance. First of all, it is, mainly, because they are
taught and researched that academic disciplines or academic units are integral parts of a
university or college. Academic disciplines are platforms of scholarly instructions. Hence, all
disciplines have particular objects and objectives of research (Krishnan, 2009). According to
this view, the core reasons for performance variation among faculty members are attributed to
situational factors, for example, resources insufficiency (i.e. some disciplines may require only
a few research resources. Some would be resource-intensive), incentive differences, lack of
motivation and weak research culture instead of because a discipline is not inherently
researchable. Generally speaking, this view highlights that contextual factors are powerful
means of moderating the influence of epistemology on the behaviour of faculty members
(Becher & Trowler, 2001).

On the other hand, the research findings showed that differences in style, processes, methods
and techniques of researching have significant roles in the research performance of faculty
members. The respondents averred that unlike those in the ‘hard’ sciences, professionals in non-
paradigmatic fields or disciplines categorised under ‘soft-pure’ knowledge domain (e.g.,
humanities and social sciences) face challenges to publish as many articles as possible and to
work with others due to the lack of consensus over significant questions to be addressed and
the criteria for knowledge verification (see also Becher & Trowler, 2001). It means that the
views towards the nature of knowledge (as a socially constructed reality) and the enquiry
procedures in the different disciplines have roles in the research engagement of faculty
members. In sum, based on these two interrelated views, it can be concluded that, along with
the importance of the general OC, the fundamental professional and disciplinary ethos (e.g.,
distinctions in methods, epistemology, forms of arguments, and the level of consensus on the
core concepts of the disciplines) and the perceived relevance of the different disciplines by the
leadership determine the research engagement and performance of faculty members.

7.1.3. The role of organisational culture in research performance
The summary of findings is presented following the patterns of discussion in the preceding
chapter.
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7.1.3.1. Working environment

Productive research culture requires a positive group climate and work environment (Hanover
Research, 2014; Marchant, 2009). The study showed that, generally, the working environment
regarding research practices is characterised by low morale — mainly due to inadequate funding,
high teaching load, insufficient peer support and lack of experience. There are power distance
and hierarchical relationships among cliques and between senior and junior faculty members.
For example, junior faculty members do not have the freedom to email their senior counterparts
to ask for specific guidelines and comments on their grant applications. Faculty members with
excellent research experience do not encourage discussions and follow an open-door policy.
This, partly, justifies the weak socialisation practice in the university. Hence, except for
experiences in a few academic units (e.g., department of Physics and CHS), new and junior
faculty members do not get sufficient support and guidance from their senior counterparts
regarding their research practices. Moreover, although there are occasional research training
programs, in some ways, they are inconsistent with the workplace culture and demands of
faculty members. The study revealed that the inadequacy of experience sharing and
socialisation programs for junior and novice researchers is perceived to be among the main
factors that shaped the research performance of faculties and the effort to build a critical mass.

The results of the study also showed that faculties across disciplines or academic units barely
cooperate. Intellectuals write that collaboration enhances the research productivity of faculties
(Becher & Trowler, 2001). It is argued that almost all kinds of collaborations increase research
productivity (Kotrlik et al., 2002) and enhance the creativity and intercultural communication
skills of the faculty. However, despite the government’s focus on joint researches (ESDP V,
2015; higher education proclamation No. 650/2009), the study revealed that the collaboration
culture across academic units and faculty members at MU is not commendable. Hence, the
initiative to integrate research efforts and abilities of faculty members and create a critical mass
based on mutual coherence of practices that subscribe to the wider organisational aims is
unseemly. This weak collaborative culture can be associated with many issues: first, it manifests
a weak OC, in general, and research culture, in particular. Second, the focus on individualistic
goals (by the faculty) challenged the shared effort to materialise the aims of the university.
Third, it entails an unconducive working climate in learning to work as team members. It, in
turn, signifies internal integration problems in the university. These issues suggest that breaking
the boundaries between disciplines is necessary to promote inter and multidisciplinary studies
and improve research performance (Pietild, 2014). As studies in other countries show, faculty
members’ regular interactions with other academics outside their department correlates
positively with high research productivity (Harris & Kaine, 1994). Thus, launching inter and
multidisciplinary graduate programs would help bring professionals to work together.

Regarding the working environment from the perspective of artifacts, inter alia, it was reported
that the vast majority of faculty members share office rooms and other facilities with their
colleagues. Although artifacts refer to such visible things, they are hard to decipher. Artifacts
are the tip of the iceberg. Below the surface, there are assumptions, beliefs, feelings and
thoughts. The interpretation of the observable cultural manifestations would be, as such,
subjective. Therefore, sharing offices and desks would mean different things for different
people. For example, on the one hand, this is one of the manifestations of an unconducive
working context. Because “research performance occurs within conditions provided by an
institutional context” (Aydin, 2017, p. 314), lack of infrastructure and appropriate opportunities
influence research performances of faculty members, as their views signified. On the other
hand, because artifacts can serve as manifestations of basic assumptions (Schein, 2004), sharing
offices and other facilities shape the communication patterns of faculty members. Faculties who
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share office spaces often share views and write proposals together. The open office structure,
therefore, found to be a facilitator of informal communication patterns. Concurrently,
communication with disciplinary colleagues and the informal positive feedbacks faculties get
from their colleagues perceived to play constructive roles in the research engagement of
faculties (see also Creswell, 1985; Finkelstein, 1984 cited in Aydin, 2017).

Finally, multiculturalism is among the attributes used to define the working environment and
its role in the research practices of faculties. Contrary to its guiding values: to “promote and
uphold democracy and multiculturalism” (MU Senate Legislation, 2017, pp. 5-6), it is widely
believed that the diversity of views in the university is diminishing over time. The ethnic
composition and academic experiences of faculties are becoming isomorphic. Despite the
higher education proclamation No. 650/2009 encourages research in HEIs to promote freedom
of expression based on reason and rational discourse, in the case of MU, it is perceived that the
political interference dwarfed the development of ideological and philosophical diversity.
Thereby, the university context is not open for free and substantive dialogues. Mainly because
it undermines the intellectual forum, ethnic and political intolerance has chilling effects on
research performance (Beytekin et al., 2010; Sawyerr, 2004). And, suffice to say, diversity and
multiculturalism are key to spur innovation and research creativity (Gessesse, 2020).

7.1.3.2.  Strategy, decision-making and leadership roles in research performance

The respondents remarked a couple of positive attributes about the role of MU’s strategy
towards research performance. First, the strategic plan of the university cascades its objectives
from the growth and transformation plans of the government. Hence, it is perceived that the
goals and strategies of the university are well-aligned with the development strategies of the
country. Second, the university encourages faculty members to engage in research. For
example, it reduces teaching loads for those who have research projects.

However, following Tierney’s (1988) conceptualisation, if a strategy generally refers to the
decision-making process, the hierarchical structure of the university denotes centralised
decision-making on important issues of research. Despite the state bureaucrats’ intervention,
compared to the academic staff, the leadership has more power regarding strategic research
decision-making (e.g., the senate legislates all academic and research matters (MU Senate
Legislation, 2017, p. 7)). Hence, the study showed that the university has cultured a top-down
and exclusively government’s goal-oriented research practice. This practice also seems to
normalise the imposition of decisions and research ideas upon the faculty without due regard to
the peculiarities of disciplines and working contexts. The results of the study, moreover,
revealed that the practice of self-drive academic and research choice of academic units and
faculties appears to be fragile. It, in turn, might have hampered the process of strengthening
research practice by focussing on the merits of academic units. By and large, decision-making
on important research issues does not involve two-way interaction between the leadership and
the majority of the faculty. The system is unduly centralised in the sense that power decides
what research is and what is not than knowledge leads the course.

Furthermore, “the leadership has weaknesses in creating a strong sense of ownership across the
university community” (MU Strategic Plan, 2015, p. 12). The study also showed that the
leadership at MU is ineffective in shaping the research performance according to the long-term
aspirations of the university. Even though the leaders have high academic qualifications, it is
believed that they do not demonstrate administrative and leadership capabilities to successfully
guide others. These findings correspond with results from other studies. A management and
capacity research by the government, for example, detected deficiencies in leadership and
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personnel management in Ethiopian HEIs (ESDP V, 2015). Another study also found that the
absence of capable, motivated, and committed leaders characterises the leadership in Ethiopian
public universities (Mekuria, 2018).

However, it is vital to note that as a public university, the governance autonomy of MU is under
the auspice of the Ethiopian government. Therefore, in a country where political interference
in public HEIs is rampant (Mekuria, 2018), it is unfair to blame the case university for all
strategic, leadership and decision-making problems. The undue involvement of local and
federal governments in the university affairs would also have its own share. For example, as an
assessment on ‘the needs of the research system in Ethiopia’ indicates, the dictatorial nature of
the Ethiopian government and “limits to academic freedom create a systematic barrier to
research production” (Fosci, Loffreda, Chamberlain, & Naidoo, 2019, p. ii).

7.1.3.3.  Decisiveness of communication in research performance

The results of the study showed that despite the presence of official documents that
communicate research activities, the alleged lack of clarity regarding the desirable research
norms and behaviours and, resultantly, the lack of internalisation of the research principles
perceived to have a great bearing on the research performance of faculty members. The study
showed that, often, communications are not open, clear, timely, specific and direct; which in
turn fail to create deeper shared assumptions among the faculty regarding research endeavours.
It was also indicated that people in leadership positions appear to perceive the communication
process as a linear way of information transfer. Although the leaders believe that they always
dispatch the necessary information on time, this study, for example, revealed that there is no
clear communication why research proposals are accepted or rejected. Often, only results and
generic comments are provided (MU Research Proposals Evaluation, 2016). Meaning, faculty
members could not grasp the qualities and shortcomings of their proposal in each rubric of the
evaluation criteria. Thus, since they do not have the chance to learn from their previous works,
faculty members should often ‘start from scratch’ every time they apply for research grants. It
implies that the communication process has a disconnected feedback loop that leads to a
mismatch of expectation between faculty members and the research practice.

Hence, although the university has a rosy mission, vision and research strategies, the study
showed, it extended little attention to the importance of articulating and effectively
communicating them. As a response to this what can be called ‘information system entropy’
(see Argyris & Schon, 1978), faculty members rely on informal ways of communication about
their research activities. Of course, studies show that not only in a haphazardly coordinated
organisational communication but naturally individuals tend to select particular communication
mechanisms that are convenient for them to align their actions and beliefs (Donnellon et al.,
1986). As indicated in the study, informal communications, seemingly, created congenial
relationships among the faculty. At face value, they appear to be pivotal for the research
engagement of the faculty. This trend, however, can lead (if not already did) to individualistic,
loosely organised and informal research engagements. Thus, if the institutions and formal rules
are dysfunctional, it is hard to nurture productive research culture at the university level.

7.1.3.4.  The university’s mission and its application

The primary mission of MU is to solve pressing societal problems. It aims to provide “quality
education, research and community services to meet the needs and aspirations of the Ethiopian
people as well as the world community.” Based on this generic statement of mission, the
university, furthermore, specifies that it is missioned: first, to “contribute for the advancement
of knowledge through realistic and contextual research-based education, reliable and relevant
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published research, innovation, and technology transfer to contribute to the economic growth
and welfare of the society”. Second, to “provide tailor-made educational, research and
community service undertakings to meet societal needs” (MU Senate Legislation, 2017, p. 14).
The mission statement of MU, thus, is proactive and commendable. It is proactive because the
mission specifies the goals and aspirations of the university. It also determines the university’s
core activities. It is commendable, mainly, because the mission statement consists of key
attributes a university should aim for as HEI — i.e. pillars of the university (education, research
and community services), target groups (the Ethiopian people and the world community) and
its contribution (advancement of knowledge, economic growth and welfare of the society).

Nevertheless, it is perceived that there is a gap between the mission statement and the practice.
As was argued, the key reasons are: first, the organisational preparedness does not match the
aspirations of the mission statement. For example, the mismatch between the values and
preferred culture specified in the university’s mission and strategic documents with the
condition of artifacts (i.e. lack of enough office spaces and poorly equipped laboratories),
indicates the insufficient organisational readiness for a vibrant research culture. Second and
most importantly, (following the lead of the mission statement) despite the interviewed faculty
members believed that solving community problems is their professional oath, it is found that
their studies are, mainly, intended for academic promotion and other short-term personal gains.
In other words, appropriation of research for personal growth overrides both theirs and the
university’s espoused values. Meaning, research is not serving its purpose (as stipulated in the
mission statement) as an impetus for societal changes. Therefore, if successful performance has
to be measured by how the university does well concerning its strategic plan, MU appears to be
unsuccessful because its goals and mission statement are about solving societal problems not
merely publishing articles of less quality. Based on the discussions above, it can, thus, be
concluded that there is little (or no) indication that the university mission statement is practically
the driving force behind the research performance of faculty members and the university.

7.1.3.5.  Espoused values, deeper basic assumptions and research practice

Time is among cultural attributes that embody espoused values and basic assumptions. Its
mission statement, vision and strategic plan(s) show that MU aspires to the future rather than
heavily emphasising the past. As such, in a society (i.e. Ethiopian society) that heavily dwells
in the past (Mohammed Girma, 2012), a public institution that aspires the future can be taken
as a crucial social, political, cultural and economic change agent. Sometimes, however, akin to
the social milieu, MU anticipates the future without making profound progress in the now. One
example is that despite the university requires faculty members to allocate 25% of their time
for research, practically, however, it has no viable strategies for how they can arrange their
teaching and administrative commitments. From the individuals’ perspective, the study showed
that time is regarded as polychronic (Schein, 2004). Concurrently, synchronised duties
dominate the daily routines of the faculty. Thus, presumably, it is challenging for most faculty
members to allot a specific amount of time to research activities. It is found to be among the
reasons why research projects are not usually completed on time (Doyle & Pulford, 2016) and
insufficient attention is accorded to research engagement.

Regarding the assumption about the nature of activities in the university, particularly, about
chances of winning research grants, according to the results of the study, junior faculty members
believe that it is not only what they write but also with whom they write their research proposals
that determine success. Here, the perception (or mutually reinforced assumption) is that without
cliques and networks, pure talent alone does not fetch research opportunities. Such kind of
espoused values and assumptions of faculty members towards their research practices, most

77



often than not, are developed based on what has happened in the university and how they did
respond to it. For example, when the specified research guidelines, norms, rules and values do
not function properly, faculty members respond differently. If their response yields positive
results, it is reinforced and remains to be a basic assumption to guide their actions for other
similar situations. Regardless of the veracity of the facts faculty members establish their beliefs
on, once they took them for granted, it is hard to change. The issues valued by faculty members,
rightly or wrongly, affect their behaviour. Behaviour also influences actions. When it is a wrong
assumption, it even fetishizes the importance of pure talent. It implies that culture as a set of
assumptions is crucial to guide the day-to-day actions of individuals. Hence, the ‘mental map’
the faculty members developed from their assumptions of the overall OC and research activities
in their university guide their behaviours and learning processes regarding effective research
practices. However, if not managed effectively, the unconscious assumptions may even, as
Schein (2004) rightly comments, distort the data they gather to understand the organisation and
their actions.

7.2. Conclusion

Based on the preceding discussions, the study can conclude as follows: first, because faculty
members have a vague impression about the dominant culture or organisational philosophy that
serves as a reference point for their actions, it is difficult for them to predict their roles in the
long run and to develop long-range research plans. Since they cannot adjust their behaviour to
a particular OC, their research performance abnormally fluctuates according to the changing
situations and haphazardly set research agendas. Most importantly, it pushed them to rely on
informal ways of practice. However, it is vital to note that regardless of no single unifying OC
that can guide the overall activities of the university, it is undeniable that subunits in an
organisation have common elements peculiar to the general context (Cameron & Quinn, 2006).
Therefore, one can surmise that the research performance of faculties is under the auspice of
two equally important forces — the general OC and (disciplinary) subcultures.

Second, the overall professional emphasis of faculty members towards teaching indicates that,
as an institution, the values, goals and aspirations of research do not, practically, get due
attention as it is accorded to the values and norms of teaching and other duties. From the
individuals’ perspective, this means that the beliefs and values systems of faculty members give
much worth to successful teaching as their core professional duty. Since research practices and
the culture of faculty members can be derived from the history of the university, this is not
indeed unanticipated because MU is a teaching-oriented university — the teaching staff are
expected to allocate 75% of their time for teaching. Therefore, the emphasis on teaching over
research can, partly, be attributed to its history. Third, the mission, vision, strategies and
organisational policies, in principle, aspire for a strong research engagement of the faculty.
Paradoxically, the research culture, generally, is weak. It, partly, implies that beyond being used
for rhetorical consumption, the strategies and aims specified in the mission statement, often,
failed to materialise on the ground.

Fourth, a university (like MU) that does not adequately help fledgling faculty member establish
themselves within their profession, cannot demonstrate a strong research culture. Most
importantly, it leaves junior faculty members inadequately prepared to shoulder responsibilities
amidst the designation of the university to a research-intensive level. Fifth, the perception of
faculty members towards their research practices relies on the amount and type of information
(e.g., policy, directive, procedural and conceptual information) they can access. As such, lack
of frequent communication and effective interaction among faculty members are obstacles in
creating a distinct research culture based on shared assumptions and singularity of purpose
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about the quality and values of research. Therefore, because culture is inseparably intertwined
with communication, lack of effective communication signifies weak OC.

Sixth, the complexity of administrative hierarchy and the presence of many control mechanisms
designate the assumptions of the university towards the nature of human nature (Schein, 2004)
— enhancing effectiveness by controlling human action. By centralising decisions on decisive
research issues (e.g., developing research themes and budgeting), the government (which
administers the university) at large and the university, in particular, focus on controlling human
actions to achieve the organisational goals. Thus, it is a restraint on the freedom of inquiry and
decision-making or, generally, on academic self-governance. It might, in turn, have created a
gap in the research culture of the university through ‘peripheralization’ (see also Tessema,
2009) —1i.e. faculty members, often, under-credited in the decision-making processes of research
issues. Therefore, the insufficient freedom to decide on research interests could have adverse
roles on the intrinsic research motivation and psychological empowerment of faculty members.

Seventh, although faculty members are pressed to extensively engage in research, the research
culture at MU is not supportive, however. Most importantly, the perception of the faculty
members towards the research support systems of the university is despondent. Hence, since
“perceived institutional and departmental support for research are seen as the most important
enablers to research productivity” (Kelly & Warmbrod, 1986, as Quoted in Kotrlik et al., 2002,
p. 8), it can have substantial roles on the research engagement and performance of the faculty.
Also, the allegedly prejudiced view from the leadership on the perceived importance of certain
subject areas might have decisive roles on the extent and nature of research supports. For
example, Becher writes that scholarly works in disciplines or subjects grouped under the soft-
pure category often viewed by the outside world “as neither needing nor deserving any
significant financial support” (1994, p. 155). Similarly, it is believed that people in the top
leadership position of the university show favouritism towards disciplines in STEM fields.
Therefore, they act as gatekeepers on issues to be researched and the types of disciplines that
deserve attention.

Eighth, whenever the formal or bureaucratic principles and communication mechanisms are
perceived as dysfunctional, faculty members have tacitly agreed upon espoused values to follow
informal methods of achieving their goals. When these informal mechanisms work sustainably,
faculty members consider them as taken-for-granted assumptions or ways of acting.
Accordingly, this implies that, on the one hand, when informal ways of acting are shared and
mutually reinforced to guide the actions of faculty members, there is a high probability that
irregular organisational context would emerge. On the other hand, the faculty members’
approach to ‘doing things differently’ from the university’s espoused justifications (or taken-
for-granted academic practices) is a way of pinpointing its weaknesses and issues that need
change. In a nutshell, the espoused values of the faculty members indicate not only what is
working and what is not, but also what is possible according to their context. It entails that the
university should ensure the congruence between its research strategies and the espoused values
held by the faculty members. When there is divergence, faculty members switch to (informal)
paths agreed upon among themselves. Therefore, inconsistencies between the organisational
espoused values and assumptions of the faculty cause problems in achieving the long-sought
goals of the university.

In general, without a research-friendly university culture, the capabilities and energy of, even,

talented faculty members will be drained. The beliefs, assumptions and behaviours of faculty
members emanate from what they observe and learn within the organisational context. Thus,
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OC has pivotal roles in individuals’ behaviour or actions in research (Yang, 2017). Therefore,
the university is expected to create and nurture a distinctive research culture that augments
(intrinsic and extrinsic) research capabilities of faculty members. By distinctive research
culture, the study refers to an organisational context “that encourages and equips people to be
curious about nature and society and to develop an interest in the pursuit of knowledge and
ideas” (Sawyerr, 2004, p. 219). It is not about, merely, having a group of scholars who can
conduct researches (Hanover Research, 2014). It is about creating a culture that embraces
research as the main task of the faculty. Partly, there are prospects that the university is trying
to make the structure and the general context suitable for research engagement. For example,
the university is planning to include other pertinent stakeholders (e.g., directorates) within the
existing structure of research and community service engagement. It is an important
institutional change. Because: first, it will create an inclusive and participatory process of
research activities. Second, besides the effort to change the values, beliefs and attitudes of
faculty members, changing systems and structures is pivotal to change the research culture of
the university. However, the overall impression is that there is a long way to go before research
practice at MU becomes the culture of the scholarship.

7.3. Recommendations for the case institution

Finally, based on the findings, the study takes the opportunity to forward recommendations
concerning some issues that stakeholders in Ethiopian higher education and the researched
university, in particular, could work on for better outcomes. As discussed in the preceding
sections, the research performance of faculties can be influenced by multiples of factors. Thus,
one cannot recommend full-fledged or holistic approaches on how to enhance research
performance and productivity in a particular university. Having this in mind, this study would
like to recommend some points that can contribute to future endeavours of the sampled
university to encourage research engagement of its faculties.

7.3.1. Opening and strengthening graduate programs

Graduate programs would help socialise faculty members and their students with research
norms, principles, skills and knowledge. In short, graduate schools can be incubators of
researchers. Therefore, opening new graduate programs and reinforcing the existing ones
should be a priority for MU.

7.3.2. Creating reward systems that can create positive pressure to publish

Although MU is among the top-performing universities in the county (in terms of publications
and research grants), it is difficult to claim that the university utilised its full potential in
research productivity. Therefore, so long as the existing reward systems are not as productive
as expected, it is time to devise new and innovative reward systems that would put positive
pressure on the faculty to publish.

7.3.3. Organising sustainable self-improvement programs

Establishment of a faculty research seminar, inductions and training programs on, for example,
skills of competitive grant applications, manuscript preparation, and, generally, application of
research knowledge and skills into practice would be pivotal to enhance research performance
of faculties. Offering research-based education is also crucial to improve the research capability
of junior faculty members. These kinds of programs are vital to compel the inner stimuli of
faculties towards research and improve their professional competence.
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7.3.4. Establishing international relations office (IRO) at college levels

IRO at colleges would help support the development and coordination of collaborations and
research partnerships nationally and internationally. It will be pivotal for the colleges to
strategically develop their international research partnerships based on their own capacity and
research agenda. Thus, they can maintain a clear focus on their research priorities rather than
being highly reliant on university research grants.

7.3.5. Effective research management
The university should give due attention to procurement, monitoring and management of
research grants (see also Sawyerr, 2004, p. 221).

7.3.6. Strong peer-review practice

Often, because leaders and people in evaluation committees might not have a clear understating
of the different subject areas, peer-review (according to the subject areas) would be a fair
mechanism for proposal and research performance evaluations. Peer support and feedback are
vital for an effective work environment.

7.3.7. Establishing research centres and laboratories for cooperative activities

A few star-faculty members alone cannot carry the responsibility of improving the university’s
research productivity (Jalloun, 2010). High research performance requires the participation of
all faculty members. Therefore, given the university has a lot of faculty members with less
research experience (MU Strategic Plan, 2015), the role of the few-star faculty members in
career counselling and mentoring their junior counterparts is pivotal. Thus, establishing
research centres and laboratories expedient for cooperative activities between senior and junior
faculty members would be a viable solution. According to social constructionism, knowledge
is constructed and invented not discovered (Fox, 2001). Therefore, research centres and
laboratories provide junior researchers with the chance to interact and constructively learn from
prolific researchers. In turn, by acquiring research knowledge and skills, they could actively
engage in researches (Schulze, 2009).

7.4. Suggestions for further study

This study is conducted to understand the perceptions of faculty members towards the role of
OC in their research performance. The study results indicated that although faculty members
could not remark one form of culture they use as a point of departure for their research activities,
they believe that the overall OC (of the university) and its constituent parts have pivotal roles
in their research practices. However, as this study is purely qualitative, it is difficult to
determine the causal relationship between OC and the research performance of faculty
members. Thus, the application of qualitative or mixed-method analysis would help to show
the connections between different variables. Most importantly, the study employed OC models
that are often used to describe an organisation’s overall culture and nature. Therefore, further
empirical and theoretical studies are needed to concretely conceptualise such OC models (e.g.,
Schein’s three levels of culture) to scrutinise the impact of OC on research practices and other
functions of universities (as organisations).
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Appendices

Appendix 1: Interview guide

The interview themes are categorised in two groups based on the categories of interviewees —
i.e. faculties in leadership positions and those with no leadership positions.

Interview questions for faculties (with no leadership positions)

1.

10.

11

12.

13.

What is your perception towards the overarching ideology of the university (i.e.
organisational mission [Follow-up: How do you think it influences your research
activities])?

How do you define the (working) environment in your organisation?

How do you learn about the organisation in general and research activities in the
university in particular? (your impression particularly on the line of communication
regarding research)

What is your assumption regarding the research practices and strategies in the
university?

Who do you think makes important decisions about research in the university?
[Follow-up: How do you perceive the role of the leadership on your research activities
and research performance]?

What kind of OC do you think your organisation has: supportive, bureaucratic,
innovative, adhocracy, clan-like, or any other (explanation for each type of culture
whenever needed)?

How do you relate yourself to the research culture of your university?

Do you have induction, training, appraisal and reward systems that are aligned to
reinforce displays of culturally acceptable behaviours regarding research activities?
What is your perception regarding the alignment between the actual way of working
(actual culture) and the desired way of working (desired culture) in terms of research
practice?

How do you perceive the pressure towards behaving in ‘culturally acceptable ways’
when it comes to research practices?

. What is the ritual in the speeches delivered by deans or research coordinators during

college level research seminars or any related occasions? What do you sense from
that?

How do you perceive the influence of your field of study or discipline on your
research performance?

How do you describe/perceive the role of the university’s organisational culture on
your research performance?

Interview questions for faculties in leadership positions

How do you define the overarching ideology of the university?

How do you define the (working) environment in your organization?

What do you think is the role of leaders (like you) in research practices in the
university?

Would you please explain the organisational strategies of the university towards
research practices (and faculty’s research performance)?

How does information regarding research endeavours transmit?

How decisions about research are arrived at?
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10.

11.

12.

13.

Do you think the way of working (actual culture) and the desired way of working
(desired culture) in terms of research aligned?

How do you enhance the involvement of the faculty in research activities?

How do you employ (the university) culture to enhance research productivity of
faculties?

Do you have induction, training, appraisal and reward systems that are aligned to
reinforce displays of culturally acceptable behaviours regarding research activities?
Do you think the organisational structure of the research office within this particular
colleges and in the university encourage involvement of faculties in research
activities? [Follow-up: How accessible is the research coordinating office for the
faculty]?

How do you perceive the influence of your field of study or discipline on your
research performance?

How do you describe/perceive the role of the university’s organisational culture on
your research performance?
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Appendix 2: Interview procedure (informed consent)

Interviewer’s name:
Interviewee’s name:
Time of the meeting:

Background information: the purpose of this study is to explore the role of organisational
culture on research performance in Ethiopian public universities from faculty’s perspective: the
case of Mekelle University. The student-researcher plans to interview faculty members and
college level leaders in selected colleges from the university.

Procedure: if you agree to participate in the study, you will be asked to participate in audio-
recorded interviews, each lasting 25-50 minutes duration. You will not be asked to state your
name on the recording. Participation in the study is on a voluntary basis. If you decide to
participate in the study now, you may change your mind at any time to stop participating in the
study.

Risks: The risk of participating in the study is minimal because no confidential information
will be asked.

Benefits: This is a chance for you to tell your story about your experiences concerning the role
of organisational culture in your research performance and productivity, therefore, the result of
the study will be a benchmark for further studies in the area and will be an input for decision-
making at the university level.

Privacy: Your responses will be kept confidential. At no time will your name be revealed or
included in the study reports. I will make sure not use your personal information for any
purposes outside of this research project.

Contacts and questions: You may ask any questions you have now. However, you may contact
the student-researcher via email kibromabselam@gmail.com or via mobile phone
+251913529230.
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