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Abstract 

The organizational strategy which exists for higher education institutions is one that not 

only concerns the institution itself but the many stake-holders, who are the administrators, 

faculty, staff, students, and the community of which the institution serves. Over the last few 

decades, higher education in the United States has continually evolved and today larger 

universities partner with smaller community colleges to meet the needs of the residents and allow 

the residents to earn a university-branded education. Although, a university system and 

community college partnership appears seamless, stipulations exist within the strategic and the 

communication plan between a university system and its affiliating community college. 

Therefore, the operational partnership, existing since 1996 between the University of Arkansas 

System in Little Rock, Arkansas, and the University of Arkansas Hope Texarkana (UAHT) in the 

cities of Hope, Arkansas and Texarkana, Arkansas will be analyzed using a Structural Analysis 

based on Giddens’ Structuration Theory. The relationship between the University of Arkansas 

System and UAHT’s organizational structure and a proposed strategic communication plan will 

be examined. This will call for the current organizational strategic plans for the University of 

Arkansas System and UAHT to be viewed and outlined from the aspect of communication and 

information-transfer process, as well as the responsible and affected parties within those 

processes.  By application of the Structures of Signification and Legitimization, the cultural 

implications of the current communication and information flow within the UAHT will be 

considered, as well as the “norms and habits” of its organizational culture, as it co-exists with of 

the chain of authority of the University of Arkansas System.  

Keywords:  Structural Analysis, Strategic Communication, Structures of Signification, 

Structure of Legitimization 
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Bridging Communication: Strategy in Practice 

Institutions of higher education have long been a fixture in civilization, as humankind 

continually pursues knowledge. In early centuries, higher education was reserved for the elite 

and influential and those who were considered “brightest” among their peers. Today, higher 

education is now a possibility for all people regardless of background or social status. In the 

United States, many higher education institutions exist in many states in the form of public or 

private two-year institutions, referred to as community colleges and four-year institutions, which 

are the public or private universities. Over the last few decades, many public two-year 

institutions have fallen under the control of state university systems for obvious economic 

reasons and for funding considerations by local and state legislative funding sources. That 

situation exists between the University of Arkansas System and UAHT. 

In the state of Arkansas, this relationship is much like that of parent and child. Although, 

UAHT has local control with its own administrators and a board comprised of community 

business and political leaders, the chief administrative function situates in system office in Little 

Rock. The function of the decision making and release of information from the top-down in the 

system to college hierarchy are major indicators for this study from the perspective of strategic 

communication. This situation supports an assertion by Chareonwongsak (2009) that “the market 

economy, competition, and the enlargement of knowledge society and its systems have created 

an impact on education” (Cevher & Yüksel, 2015, p. 239). Therefore, in the assurance of 

economic and social viability, a collaboration between the system[parent} and college [child], is 

paramount the college’s survival and growth amid the everchanging conditions of not just the 

economy but of society and the government system as well. 
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Such a rumination leads into two distinct inquiries of the college’s daily organizational 

operations as well as its organizational strategic plan: What direction is the college intending to 

go? and How will the college reach that destination? Therefore, a strong communication strategy 

is imperative to the implementation and performance, as well as unification of the system and 

college strategic plan. Kettunen, (2010), supports that assumption with the statement that 

“successful management of higher education institutions (HEIs) depends on the ability of 

administrative managers to adapt to a rapidly changing environment. The process entails 

gathering, analyzing, and dispensing both factual and subjective information on the current 

environment and condition of the organization” (p. 16). 

Review of the Literature 

A survey of the existing research and the literature may appear far-reaching the themes of the  

 

research problem. Therefore, using the Theory of Structuration and employing Structural  

 

Analysis is paramount to the overall themes of this study. Olufowote, (2003), wrote, “over the  

 

past two decades, Structuration theory has been used to frame investigations in communication  

 

sub-fields such as small groups (p. 3). According to research by Witmer, (1997), “Structuration  

 

encompasses the multi-perspective approach by Martin (1992), in the sense that it is sensitive to  

 

the interconnectedness of agents and institutions, and it enables the researcher to contextualize  

 

and explore organizational phenomena from the superficial to the deeply embedded.  

 

Structurationist investigation of an organization, allows the viewer to focus on the organizational  

 

whole or to focus upon the substance of and interactions among internal particulars” (p. 326). 

 

Therefore, the structures will be paramount to this study and its selected subjects. The Structures  

 

of Legitimization and the Structures of Domination, pertain to the underlying themes central to  

 

organizational systems.  
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What is to be studied includes in the view of Legitimization which includes “customs, behaviors  

 

and other factors related to organizational culture. The view of Domination will include those  

 

elements controlled through power or authority (McArthur, 2014, p. 35-36). As the structures are  

 

applied it is important to first unearth the present thought behind strategic planning in relation to  

 

educational organizations and how that threads in the importance of this study.  

 

 

In the context of an organization, such as a higher education agency, there is an  

 

importance in reproducing and transforming the structures which exist within said organization.   

 

As the “state” of higher education, ran important thought is “nowadays, universities in developed  

 

countries are not only the organizations that execute education and training services, but they are  

 

also, the institutions that produce more academic studies to enhance their environments,  

 

contribute to society through their projects, and integrate with business and industry  

 

organizations” (Cevher & Yüksel, 2015, p. 239). More than with any other organization, image  

 

plays a big role as found in article by Vid. “The image concept is a key concept in public  

 

relations and the sociology of mass communication. The image of an organization is based on  

 

creating elements that characterize identity that gives the uniqueness factor. These are the goals,  

 

objectives, structure, the staff and organizational culture and their translation into the external  

 

environment” (Vid, 2016, p. 927).  

 

Thus, this can relate to the primary emphasis rests on how the organizational and  

 

communication strategy coordinates seminally but also create transparency in strategy, especially  

 

through the confines of the digitally infused world. Aten and Thomas, (2016) found that  

 

“approaches to strategizing, once thought to be the purview of top management and elite  

 

specialists (Andrews, 1971; Angwin, Paroutis, & Mitson, 2009; Hambrick & Chen, 2008), are  

 

being reconsidered because of rapid shifts in the environment and the advent of new  
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collaborative technologies that enable more inclusive, real-time communication. “Open strategy”  

 

refers to an approach described by Chesbrough and Appleyard (2007) and Doz and Kosonen  

 

(2008), which allows transparent Strategizing by a wide range of stakeholders” (p. 149). 

 

 

Those statements lead to another thought that “Universities are driven to engage in a  

 

strategic planning process by a variety of forces. These include: increasing demand for higher  

 

education concurrent with a decline in government funding, changing student demographics, and  

 

a need to compete with the emerging models of higher education while keeping the essence of a  

 

traditional comprehensive university” (Lerner, 1999, p. 2). Yang and Kang, (2015), offer up the  

 

thought from (Hallahan, Holtzhausen, an Ruler, Verˇciˇc, & Sriramesh, 2007, p. 3, that “strategic  

 

communication, as an Emerging subfield in communication, is often defined as “the purposeful  

 

use of communication by an organization to fulfill its mission” (p. 87). Thus, the importance of  

 

strategic planning in the academic world is noteworthy as Konsky, (1999), quotes (Hall & Elliott,  

 

1993; Meixell, 1990; Whiteley, Porter, et al., 1989-99), “strategic planning is useful in higher  

 

education especially because of its focus on environmental scanning” (p. 9).  

 

 While that is interesting, another concept gained from Kidd, (2009), “some strategic  

 

plans are abstract and unconnected to the daily work of an organization and end up setting on  

 

bookshelves collecting dust. But with a thoughtful process, a strategic plan can, and should be  

 

the document that guides the work every day (p. 2). From that it be gathered that successful  

 

environmental scanning and a thoughtful strategic plan is inherently connected. However, when  

 

a community college and a university system partner, scanning becomes more important and the  

 

“thoughtful strategic” plan can often become egregious, because per Disbrow, (2014),”  

 

partnering between a community college and four-year [departments of communication] can  

 

provide opportunities to invigorate faculty and stimulate innovation” (p. 6).  
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 But, as Dulek & Campbell, (2014) note “the use of the word strategic, however, is a game 

 changer. Its appearance in front of communication shifts the focus from context and the recipient  

 

to purpose and the sender. Strategy does not privilege any one quality of the communication 

 

exchange; rather, it focuses on achieving the sender’s predetermined aim (Thompson, Peteraf,  

 

Gamble, & Strickland, 2013) (p. 129). Therefore, it leads to the role of managerial  

 

communication, as Tudor (2016), states “the influences of Intranet use upon managerial  

 

communication style, based on the sociological use of digital technologies, from the  

 

communication theory perspective. The communication style individualizes the manager  

 

opposite to other participants in communication (p. 35-36). A simple element to keep in mind  

 

is that being the efficiency of communication; it must be limited to just being the source of  

 

info but go further than just beyond building messages, but answer the feelings of the people in order  

 

for the work attitude to be influenced (Ritt, 2009, p. 31). However, Champ (2017) brings in another  

 

thought along the lines of “rethinking” communication, “at worst, a communication strategy is an  

 

extended justification for the function’s salaries and budget, aligned to the vision, mission and  

 

values, created as part of the organization’s planning cycle and then relegated to the document  

 

management system for the rest of the year” (p. 2). 

 
 

Looking to another component of this study is in the respect of a specific technology  

 

employed by the government, as described by Agerdal-Hjermind & Valentini, (2015),” more and  

 

more government agencies are starting to use social media as part of their communication  

 

strategy to increase organizational transparency, collaborations inside and outside the  

 

organization, and public participation (p. 293).  Most interestingly, one research study points out  

 

that “work life interrelationships and ICTs (Information and Communication  
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Technologies) points to paradoxes in technologically mediated work life management, including  

 

its potential for both employee empowerment and exploitation” (Golden, 2013, p. 103). Thus,  

 

these two preceding examples hint to the beginnings of the emphasis on communication and  

 

organizational transparency in relationship to technology. Another angle to consider comes from,  

 

White, (2012) [Journalists and PIO (Public Information Officers] must better comprehend factors  

 

uniting their praxis for the common good. Such mutual understanding could contribute to  

 

subsequent transformation of public sphere structure to benefit all concerned (p.564).  

 

Although stated indirectly in the preceding quotation, it ties together the importance of 

transparency and employing proper communication channels. Perhaps, the need for application 

of theories from the research done in leadership communication studies and relate it to the 

problem of transparency within organizational communication. The work of Mayfield and 

Mayfield, (2017), in that “the use the model to describe each article in this issue and help us 

better understand leadership communication’s boundaries. We also look at what these articles tell 

us about where leadership communication is going and where it needs to go in addition to “(p. 

107). Perhaps the use of the Mayfields’ (2017) described “Dimensions of leadership 

communication” in their research could be applied to communication, as it addresses the issue 

through three distinct lenses, Psychological to Discursive Axis which covers individual centered 

leadership to co-created leadership communication, and the second is dyadic (person-to-person) 

to societal (national-level messages). The third is individualist to collective lens, refers to the 

underlying communication cultural context” (108).  
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Nonetheless, the connection between organizational communication and transparency 

may seem to be a major theme of the research, it merely points to the true problem. The view of 

transparency today is akin to accountability and as Christensen & Cheney (2015), quote 

(Christensen & Cornelissen, 2015), in “it is often “translated” and operationalized as 

transparency; with a growing emphasis on means and techniques, and assuming in many cases, 

that information access and provision “speaks for themselves” (p. 71). Therefore, many 

organizations feel that making information available through public portals and websites ensures 

their “transparency” but that is simply not true. One other important note on transparency comes 

from Losey, (2015), “Transparency provides a window into the scope of current practices and 

additional measures are needed such as oversight and mechanisms for redress in cases of 

unlawful surveillance (p. 3456). Even though this conclusion from Losey pertains to the 

government, that same mind-set transfers to other organizational entities as well. But, Geddie 

(1994), quotes one single insight from a top organizational leader that applies perfectly to the 

research problem, “failure to place communication as a critical component of an organization's 

strategic planning, forcing communication into a reactive role instead of a proactive stance” (p. 

2). 

The transparency goal should fit within confines of the organizational strategic plan; 

however, many organizations miss the mark. According to Durutta, (2014), “many 

communicators may find reviewing basics tedious, today's multidirectional, multimedia 

communication environment is mind-numbingly complex” (p.1). Of course, the best answer that 

he offers is to “return to the process, keeping in mind your communication goal and the research 

that supports it” (p. 1).  



BRIDGING COMMUNICATION:STRATEGY IN PRACTICE  10 

According to Caroline Kealey, strategist and change facilitator, “strategic communication 

planning is also an invitation to undertake a discovery exercise—research the communication 

landscape, explore ideas for innovations or benchmarking and plan a course forward based on 

the best insights and evidence available” (Burnette-Lemon, 2017, p. 1). Also, Aiello adds to 

Kealey’s observation, (2014), quoting Suzanne E. Henry, “getting input as a communication plan 

is being developed helps people feel they have some skin in the game. Incorporating ideas from 

other departments or functions can help ensure the communication plan is implemented across 

the entire organization” (p. 2). Therefore, Kealey and Henry present the interwoven thought that 

the purpose of a communication plan is to encourage the organization to explore its core goals, 

mission and values and how it influences it image those outside the organization.  

Research Questions 

The two vital research questions are:  

(1) What are the mediums or mode of communication the university system uses to 

deliver to the community college?  

(2) How might the information might be better communicated (methods or forms) to 

community leaders, students, staff and faculty members and fit within the college’s strategic 

communication plan that is already in place? 

Proposed Method 

The machinery of the University of Arkansas System and UAHT will be investigated 

from a couple of different angles. Existing research often focuses on the structure of the chain of 

authority as it pertains to Institutions of Higher Education (IHE) and prior research focused 

mainly on the organizational culture and the administrative hierarchy of the IHE, although 

tributary in nature to the problem at hand.  
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Ethnography, the goal of attaining transparency initiates a trust between UAHT and its 

constituents as it abides under the policies and procedures of its governing body, the University 

of Arkansas within the parameters of UAHT’s organizational and community culture.  A 

Structural Analysis, will compare the system and college strategic plans and detecting of any 

gaps or deviations from the system and college strategic plan will be done. A search for evidence 

of a strategic communication plan will disclose the existing culture, norms, and political climate 

of UAHT. Using the Structures of Signification, Legitimization, and Domination as possible 

measuring tools, a goal of the research will be to determine if transparency exists in the 

communication of information between the university system and the college and its stake-

holders. With the Structure of Signification as a guide, a secondary set of qualitative data will be 

gathered through collections of samples from specific communicative pieces from the system 

and UAHT. The samples include news releases, graduation commencement speeches and videos, 

Board of Visitors meeting minutes, internal memorandums and college policies which are 

available to the public domain through the UAHT College Library webpage and Board of 

Visitor’s portal of the college’s website.   

 

Participants 

Participants in the study will be selected from UAHT. The sample will be composed of three 

administrators, two board members, two student government representatives and two faculty 

government representatives.  These individuals were identified and selected by the principal 

researcher and based on hire and enrollment date. The participants will be asked to take part in a 

twenty-minute private interview., consisting of ten open-ended questions. The questions, 

formulated using the framework of the Structures of Legitimization and the Domination, will 
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pertain to elements of organizational norms, perceptions, and other cultural influences, while 

directly correlating those elements to organizational authority and power. The identified 

participants will be notified through a personal phone call or a direct e-mail invitation, with the 

option to decline. Each participant will receive assurance of anonymity and will not be 

compensated for participation.  

Design 

 The design of this research study is not experimental in nature but the independent 

variable present in this study pertain to the level in the organization of each participant.  are three 

levels that are already established and can be used to gauge each perspective based on the 

hierarchal level within the organization. Thus, the dependent variable is relation to the hire date 

(or date of service or enrollment if student) and length of time in organization will be bear some 

differing of perspective in the answers of the interview.  The conditions do not have to be 

assigned but are already pre-set due to organizational roles and hire dates. The other data that 

will be collected will come from non-participatory actions, but a portion of that data will be 

collected within the same time- frame of each participant’s employment for direct corroboration 

with their interview responses.  
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