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Abstract (Information about the
Purpose — This study aims to build on embedded approaches to stakeholder management and authors can be found atthe
examines how organizational decision-makers consider social responsibility toward proximal end of this article.)

stakeholders in crises that encompass an entire system of stakeholder relationships.

Design/methodology/approach — Within a criterion-based sample of eight Latin American private
universities, this paper develops in-depth exploratory case studiies to examine the prioritization of stakeholders in
higher education institutions’ decision-making during the outbreak of the COVID-19 crisis.

Findings — Contrary to the notion that during crises organizations prioritize stakeholders that provide
resources that are critical to survival, this study finds that in contextual crises stakeholder management is
informed by social responsibility. In addition, the findings suggest that crises may be tipping points for
changes toward mission-driven approaches to governance.

Practical implications — Acknowledging the roles of social responsibility and proximity in stakeholder
management during contextual crises allows for more informed governance of organizations that face
disruptions in their system of stakeholder relations.

Originality/value — This study contributes unique insights into the decision-maker's prioritization of
stakeholders during the COVID-19 crisis. The uncertainty associated with the emerging “new normal” allowed for
an extreme test of socially embedded versus resource-oriented approaches to stakeholder management.

Keywords Stakeholder management, Stakeholder salience, Crisis management, COVID-19,
“New normal”, University social responsibility (USR), Civic engagement, Corporate governance,
History of HEIs, Higher education institutions (HEIs)

Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction

Major crises are natural disablers of the relational system that connects an organization to
its stakeholders (Khan et al., 2013). Crises may cause production discontinuities, paralysis
of organizational processes and even organizational stakeholders’ disappearance (Simchi-
Levi et al, 2014). They force organizations to make quick decisions under conditions of
insufficient information and high uncertainty levels, changing the usual way they prioritize
their stakeholders. Research on stakeholder salience (Eesley and Lenox, 2006; Magness,
2008; Mitchell and Agle, 1997; Neville et al., 2011) has yielded meaningful insights into why

organizational decision-makers pay more attention to some stakeholders rather than others. ,
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especially relevant in crises when each stakeholder is affected differently and will react
according to how they perceive their interests to be conditioned (Mitroff et al., 2004).

This study provides insight into the process of organizations’ reprioritization of stakeholders
during a crisis. Within the COVID-19 pandemic context, we explore how privately-owned
Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) reoriented their decision-making and actions to attend
to proximal stakeholders’ needs. Not long ago, HEIs’ decision-makers faced intense
pressure to demonstrate the relevance and pertinence of their institutions in the context of
global education, focusing on international rankings, publications, patents and
internationalization of programs. The COVID-19 pandemic implied a decisive shift in HEIs’
stakeholder expectations. Because of their domestic relevance and connections with local
communities, expectations to assist more proximal stakeholders (Atanga, 2019; El-Kassar
et al., 2019) and redefine how science contributes to society (Gibbons, 1999) suddenly
gained relevance in HEIs' decision-making and organizational outcomes. For example,
HEIs that comprise epidemiology centers or traceability data centers, suddenly increased
the visibility of these units, while responding to the COVID-19 pandemic (Wagstaff et al.,
2020).

To illustrate our theoretical arguments, we present case studies of eight Latin American
private non-profit HEls, firmly embedded within their local contexts. Also, while Latin
America is a region characterized by a high frequency of crises of different kinds (Azevedo
et al., 2020), the COVID-19 pandemic represented a significant challenge. It affected alll
actors within the stakeholder relations system of higher education, reducing short-term
resource availability and increasing uncertainty in the long run (THE, 2020). Our
examination of HEIs’ reprioritization of stakeholders in response to COVID-19 contributes to
recent advances toward more contextually embedded perspectives on stakeholder
salience (Ali, 2017; Lahdesmaki et al., 2019; Tashman and Raelin, 2013) and stakeholder
consideration in decision-making (Foo, 2007; Larner and Mason, 2014). Specifically, we
highlight how the traditional focus on securing resources necessary for strategy
implementation (Agle et al., 1999; Jawahar and MclLaughlin, 2001) is insufficient for
explaining organizational behavior all-encompassing contextual crises. We propose that in
crisis situations, stakeholders’ reprioritization is informed by social proximity. Additionally,
we contribute to the literature on University Social Responsibility (USR), echoing recent
claims for HEIls to pay more attention to their closer stakeholders (Atanga, 2019; El-Kassar
et al, 2019) and mirroring insights from the Corporate Social Responsibility literature
regarding the use of capabilities to make innovative contributions to society (Kourula and
Halme, 2008).

2. Theoretical background
2.1 Stakeholder management

Stakeholder theory rests on the premise that organizations are open systems in which
managers are required to reconcile the interests of the organization with those of its
stakeholders for it to be successful (Freeman, 1984). More specifically, it suggests that
organizations not only have responsibilities toward shareholders but increasingly also
toward other stakeholders (Freeman et al., 2004; Pedrini and Ferri, 2018). This notion has
sparked considerable debate among researchers concerning how to accurately identify
legitimate stakeholders (Ali, 2017; Neville et al., 2011). Stakeholder identification is essential
to managers as dynamism in the business context may cause organizational stakeholders
to lose relevance or disappear altogether, while new stakeholders may need to be
considered (Kaler, 2002).

Once stakeholders are identified, the next question refers to their respective salience. While
it is grounding in ethics is a distinguishing aspect of stakeholder theory (Jones et al., 2017)
and notwithstanding growing scholarly agreement on the intrinsic importance of all of an
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organization’s stakeholders’ interests (Ali, 2017; Fassin, 2012), resources required to
address stakeholder interests are limited. Consequently, managers need to balance claims,
prioritizing some stakeholders over others. To guide managerial decision-making,
researchers have classified stakeholders drawing on different criteria and theoretical
perspectives. For example, Freeman (1984) originally distinguished between generic and
specific stakeholders, depending on competitiveness and cooperativeness. Mitchell and
Agle (1997) identified the most commonly used criteria for determining stakeholder
salience, suggesting it depends on a time contingent combination of stakeholder power,
legitimacy and urgency.

More recent research emphasizes stakeholder salience’s social embeddedness (Ali, 2017;
Fassin, 2012; Tashman and Raelin, 2013), suggesting that the specific focus on managerial
perceptions implies a risk of overlooking specific characteristics of stakeholders and
relationships between them. For example, L&hdesmaki et al. (2019) argue that the usual
social proximity between small business owners and their local communities conditions
stakeholder management due to an ethic of caring. Instead of focusing attention and
concern on those stakeholders that provide critical resources to survival (Agle et al., 1999;
Jawahar and MclLaughlin, 2001), socially embedded approaches to stakeholder
management emphasize codetermination or organization among stakeholders (Ali, 2017;
Tashman and Raelin, 2013) and suggest that complementary criteria inform decision-
making.

2.2 Contextual crisis

The salience of stakeholders changes when crises occur that affect all actors in a system of
stakeholder relations. Bundy et al. (2017) defined an organizational crisis as “an event
perceived by managers and stakeholders as highly salient, unexpected and potentially
disruptive” (Bundy et al., 2017, p. 1662), which can threaten an organization’s goals and
have profound implications for its “relationships with stakeholders.” Contextual crises such
as pandemics, natural disasters, social conflicts or macro-economic shocks, are different
from organizational crises as they do not originate within or affect a particular organization.
Instead, they have a system-wide direct impact, although the specific consequences may
be other among actors. Contextual crises exacerbate characteristics of organizational
crises such as the notion of crisis as an unfolding process rather than a discrete event
(Pearson and Clair, 1998). Also, given that contextual crises affect all stakeholders
comprised in a relational system directly, they imply a more substantial need to re-
accommodate potentially conflicting demands of stakeholders (James et al., 2011; Khan
etal., 2013).

Because of their all-encompassing nature, the reactions to and outcomes of contextual
crises need to be understood as social construction by the actors involved (Lampel et al.,
2009). For organizational decision-makers, this consists of managing internal stakeholders
who have operational responsibilities as they re-accommodate, while the relational system
that connects the organization to external stakeholders evolves (Khan et al., 2013). Also,
decisions focused on short-term survival may be inconsistent with long-term strategies.
Taken together, contextual crises represent situations in which stakeholder reprioritization
will occur but is likely to inform to a lesser extent by the criteria of power, legitimacy and
urgency, as put forth in conventional approaches to stakeholder management. How, then,
do organizational decision-makers reprioritize their stakeholders during contextual crises?

3. Methodology
Given the exploratory-descriptive nature of our study on how contextual crises affect

stakeholders’ reprioritization, we relied on inductive field research. Qualitative approaches
provide a better methodological fit (Edmondson and McManus, 2007) for phenomena
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characterized by a high degree of ambiguity or that are inherently subjective or interpretive
such as people’s motivations or values. Furthermore, qualitative research is suitable for the
development of a “holistic understanding” of a topic (Patterson and Williams, 2002), rather
than predicting or controlling it (McDonald, 2012).

According to Yin (2017) case study research drives theory development. Following
Eisenhardt (1989)’'s recommendations, we developed a sample of eight private universities
in Latin America. The sampling technique used in this qualitative study was steered to
choose cases and data possible to produce robust, detailed and profound levels of
appreciation (Agyemang and Castellini, 2015). The resulting convenience or criterion-
based sample (e.g. Bleijenbergh, 2010) of universities is based on three criteria:

1. tobelocated in Latin America;
2. tobe a private not-for-profit institution; and
3. tobe the unit of adscription of each of the authors.

The nature of our study requires extraordinary access and depth in each case. Hence, we
deemed the convenience sample superior to alternate sampling methods such as random
selection. Eisenhardt (1989) recommends between 4 and 10 cases to provide adequate
evidence.

We divided our data collection into three phases. First, we reviewed the existing literature on
stakeholder management, crisis management and civic engagement of HEIs. Second, we
collected information from each university’s official website, published reports, strategic
plans and decrees, as well as specific COVID-19 websites of each institution. To
contextualize these data, we monitored reports and up-to-date COVID-19 data published
by national governments were also collected and analyzed. Third, we obtained information
on decision-making from primary sources through interviews with university officers,
including vice-presidents, deans and directors. On average, we conducted four interviews
at each university. University officers held responsibility for specific units or functions such
as academic programs management, health or medical school, hospital, COVID-19 crisis
committee, research and development (R&D), strategic projects, entrepreneurship center,
internationalization, alumni, legal affairs and security. We used an empirical
phenomenological approach to address perceptions and experiences. According to Wilson
(2007), empirical phenomenology focuses more on the participant’s experience than on the
researcher’s interpretation. Unlike grounded theory, this approach explores, describes and
comments on what individuals have in common according to their experiences with a
particular phenomenon (Norlyk and Harder, 2010; Silverman, 2018; Wertz et al., 2011).

To describe experiences, Creswell (2007) recommend using at least two instruments to
avoid information bias. We used complementary data collection tools in the third phase
(Stake, 1994; Yin, 2017). In addition to interviews with participants through open questions
and conversations conducted by phone calls and other platforms such as zoom or meet,
the interviewee was asked to summarize some experiences and deliver them by email to
the researcher. Other means to collect information were emails with specific questions to
interviewees and participant observation (McDonald, 2012). The final description of the
experiences showed familiar and different aspects among the interviewees. We coded our
results manually and subsequently identified recurrent patterns, themes and relationships in
HEIs’ management of stakeholder relations.

In the following sections, we provide an overview of the historical evolution of HEls,
highlighting governance challenges and identifying the most relevant stakeholders. Next,
we establish a pre-COVID-19 baseline for the HEls in our sample. We present
characteristics that grasp which stakeholders were most relevant in administrators’
decision-making before the pandemic. Finally, we conduct an in-depth analysis of HEIs’
responses to proximal stakeholders as the COVID-19 crisis unfolded.
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4. Research context: Higher education

Some of the world’s oldest HEIs such as the Moroccan University of al-Qarawiyyin or the
University of Bologna in ltaly was founded to educate students for the government and
spiritual leadership roles. They concentrated in philosophy, law, medicine and theology
(Brockliss, 2000). While they would typically be located in urban centers, connections with
their surrounding communities would be limited. This changed to some extent during the
Enlightenment when the extension of utilitarian views on education implied a shift in HEIs’
purpose toward transmitting useful knowledge and skills required in civic life (Macgilchrist
and Girgensohn, 2011) (Figure 1).

As shown in Table 1, over time, HEIs became increasingly subject to scrutiny from external
stakeholders. The trend toward democratization of education involved funding and control
on behalf of governments while the growing internationalization of education brought a need
for independent quality evaluations. Especially since the late 20" century, international
rankings agencies and quality accreditation boards became essential to decision-making at
HEIs worldwide. Early 21st-century universities increasingly found themselves competing
for students and researchers in the international context to sustain or improve their
positioning and reputation (Agopyan, 2020; Aguinis et al., 2021). Within this context, the
notion of “ivory towers” regained relevance to describe HEI administrators’ decision-making
(Shapin, 2012).

5. Latin American private higher education institutions before COVID-19

Notwithstanding different historical moments and social contexts, most Latin American
private HEIs’ mission statements explicitly refer to a commitment to their local, regional and
national communities (Gonzalez-Perez et al., 2007). As can be observed in Table 2, the
HEIls included in our sample are not an exception. Business leaders founded the majority of
private universities to contribute to their countries’ social and economic development

Figure 1  Primary stakeholders of HEIsSource: Authors on creation

Accreditation bodies
Ranking agencies
International networks and partners

Local society
Business community
Governments
Alumni

Source: Authors on creation
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through high-quality tertiary education based on civic values and an open-market
orientation (Giacomin et al., 2019; Gonzalez-Perez, 2011). As private institutions, their
income depends largely on tuition and other student fees and enrollment and varies in line
with their home countries’ aggregate demand.

However, the HEIs in our sample were not exempt from global trends in higher education. In
particular, before the COVID-19 pandemic, HEI administrators focused on decision-making
and allocated significant amounts of resources to improve their institutions’ positioning in
rankings and obtain international accreditations to signal the quality of their programs.
Likewise, the internationalization of education and research was essential to HEI officials’
decision-making, even though graduates do not necessarily develop international careers
(Alvarado-Vargas et al, 2020). Table 2 presents indicators of HEIs' internationalization
efforts and international accreditations held.

6. Reprioritization of stakeholders during COVID-19
6.1 Initial responses

Following the declaration of the COVID-19 pandemic by the World Health Organization on
11 March 2020 (WHO, 2020), governments in Latin America soon imposed restrictions,
constraining HEIs' on-site operations, in particular in-person teaching. Given their strong
dependence on tuition, administrators of all HEIs we studied conducted a thorough revision
of the, 202 udget anticipating a decrease in student enrollment and tuition payment
delays.

Among the challenges for HEIs was the shift to online instruction. Most were able to
continue programs before the end of March. Some institutions were able to build on prior
experience with crises, which required online teaching. For example, Chile’s social
disruptions drove UDD to develop its online instruction capabilities by the end of October
2019. Similarly, protests in Bolivia during October 2019 required UPB to enhance its virtual
campus. Beyond instruction, the HEIs reinforced their civic engagement, quickly
developing other services oriented to support external stakeholders. In general, the type of
services offered depended on HEIs’ pre-COVID-19 activities. For example, HEls with a
hospital could provide health services, while HEIs vith-engineering schools provided
support for developing respiratory devices. Figure Z mmarizes how the eight HEls
responded, exhibiting both similarities and differences between universities. In the next
sub-sections, we highlight decisions made and initiatives implemented to address HEIS’
proximal stakeholders, indicating a shift in their salience compared to HEIs’ pre-COVID
decision-making.

6.2 Responses toward students

Students were involved in HEIs" decision-making processes such as the reorganization of
schedules and financial support policies. Also, HEIs give students financial support through
solidarity funds, educational insurance and scholarships, among other special
arrangements, prioritizing their relationship with this main internal stakeholder. One
exception was INCAE which did not provide financial support given its exclusive focus on
post-graduate students. Instead, it built on its experience quarantining students on its
campus during political unrest in Nicaragua in April 2018. It was the first HEI to resume on-
campus classes for full-time MBAs living on campus offering unique health protocols.
Moreover, all HEIs have provided services to protect students’ physical and mental health
and academic performance throughout the pandemic, emphasizing their USR. In many
cases, this involved creating mutual support groups to avoid students’ feelings unheard or
left to themselves.
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tin American HEI’s main institutional responses toward their key stakeholders
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Description of symbols used in Table III:
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(“ Financial support through solidarity funds, connectivity funds, reimt of fees, scholarships, delay payment allowed, no
S ) tuition increases, and new penalties or interests on debts were eliminated.

Groups' representatives had the opportunity to contribute. Students make suggestions and recommendations on how to proceed.

-_é Faculty contributed to the design of public policies and governments' initiatives.

Support for SMEs. Design of free webinars and provide free consultancy services. Alumni were invited to join webinars as

speakers.
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Technological update. HEIs' top management decided to invest in new technological platforms, licenses, and equipment to prompt

@ online teaching transition.
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[] other universities, inside and outside the city.

Initiatives for research in order to overcome COVID-19 negative direct or collateral effects on the business community,

0‘ governments' public policies, and the society.

interviews, social networks, videos, websites, etc.

Expertise shared by the media. Faculty shared their expertise through national and international media, participating in TV

D ing of facial masks, shields, or other equipment to tackle COVID-19

Design and devel of medical equi;
? e, sing ovn st hrough s
Other remarkable initiatives

Source: Authors’ own creation. Symbols were obtained from https://www.flaticon.es

6.3 Responses toward employees (faculty and non-managerial staff)

Most of the studied universities stopped their faculty and staff recruitment and promotion
processes, reduced research funds and restricted international travel. However, despite these
new institutional constraints, HEIs have triggered several initiatives led by faculty such as
international research collaboration (most on COVID-19 effects), consolidating their regional
alliances. Moreover, even when COVID-19 severely affected the financial health of HEIls in Latin
America and many of them made decisions to reduce salaries or special assignments, UDEM and
UPB assured their employees that they would keep their jobs and wages.

Regarding faculty training, most of the Latin American HEIs provided technological and
pedagogical assistance. EAFIT and PUCP, beyond traditional support, launched specific
training programs based on peer-support. This was highly valuable for faculty that because
of their age or less technological affinity, could not keep up with those who did have the
skills or previous experience.
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As concerns non-managerial staff, administrative employees were derived for home-office
as soon as classes turned online. Besides, HEI's administrators provide them with health
support and paid sick leaves, as a socially responsible reply toward their employees.
Finally, HEIs activated protocols of health monitoring, especially for those who presented
COVID-19 symptoms.

6.4 Responses toward alumni

Alumni were invited to participate in webinars as speakers and other academic activities
toward students, business and society. Furthermore, EAFIT, UDEM and UPB received
donations from them to provide additional services that helped to overcome COVID-19
consequences. These donations were through the Center of Philanthropy (EAFIT), families
as benefactors (UDEM) and food bank contributions (UPB). The latter emphasizes alumni
management differences even between Latin American HEIs and as their opportunity to
reinforce their alliances with alumni, which derives on contrasting outcomes under crisis.

6.5 Responses toward businesses

HEIs" actions toward the local business community included organizing webinars,
conducting workshops and providing free consulting for SMEs. In general, the effects of
COVID-19 on businesses’ financial performance were severe, while only a few Latin
American governments offered economic assistance. Hence, HEls responded to this
repercussion, assisting companies to navigate through conditions that the pandemic
imposed. Close collaboration with the private sector allowed for the creation of joint
ventures to apply HEIs’ R&D outcomes to develop medical innovations. Specifically, EAFIT,
PUCP, UDEM, INCAE and UPB formed alliances with companies for ventilators
development and EAFIT and UPB released some of their patents to assist medical
organizations’ R&D activity.

6.6 Responses toward governments

Latin American HEls have maintained their civic involvement through participation on
committees and councils at different government levels. Universities have strengthened
their role as advisors for better public policies regarding health services and preventive
measures, resulting in their local leader position reinforcement. While most Latin American
universities have assisted health authorities with COVID-19 tests and have supported the
government with scientific research, releasing funds and conducting projects, only EAFIT,
UDD and U Austral were working on vaccine research. Furthermore, UDEM, UDD, U Austral
and UNIVALI have provided their labs or hospitals to carry out diagnostic tests and UDEM
has donated to The Mexican Institution of Social Security, reprioritizing their relationships
with the government.

6.7 Responses toward local society

All studied universities responded to civil society immediately. As soon as the coronavirus
emerged, they served as a bridge to share information from health experts’ authorities and
recommendations. Webinars, websites, videos, newspapers, short articles, interviews and
social networks were their most common communication channel. HEls became
technological and pedagogical partners to other local education institutions, highlighting
their leader role again and their civic engagement or even outside of the country such as
INCAE’s response. HEIs promoted and participated in public and private research projects
to mitigate the collateral crisis effects on society. However, the most active institutions have
been EAFIT with 14 research proposals and UDD with 26. On the other hand, PUCP and
UDEM designed and manufactured low-cost ventilators and respiratory devices (facial
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masks and shields), meanwhile UDEM, UDD and UNIVALI have supported vulnerable
people with donations. Additionally, PUCP and INCAE developed apps to help the local
community to face the COVID-19 outbreak and UDD offered to volunteer students in
hospitals. These HEI's interventions turn them into strategic allies for society during the
crisis, fulfilling their local commitments and supplementing governments’ responses in
these countries.

7. Discussion: Stakeholder reprioritization

One of the main findings of this study on HEIs' reprioritization of stakeholders in response to
the COVID-19 pandemic is that contrary to traditional views on stakeholder management
(Agle et al., 1999; Jawahar and McLaughlin, 2001), decision-makers focused their actions
on non-traditional stakeholders which are not directly related to securing necessary
resources for their survival. We acknowledge that HEIS’ initial responses of budget cuts and
focus on continuing programs and providing support to students are primarily in line with
conventional approaches to stakeholder management. Specifically, the dependence of
HEIs on payments of tuition and other fees makes students an influential stakeholder. Also,
HEIs’ raison d’étre originates in educating students, which renders their claims legitimate.
Finally, the system-wide impact of COVID-19 caused a situation in which students had
urgent claims. However, we highlight how, as the coronavirus outbreak progressed, HEIS’
decision-making was informed by their notion of social responsibility. They used their
resources and knowledge toward civic engagement, supporting society’s mitigation and
recovery actions. Furthermore, the financial and health support provided to students
suggests that rather than securing resources, HEIs” decision-makers actually spent them.
Efforts to support external stakeholders that received little attention from HEls before the
pandemic came at a cost to internal stakeholders such as faculty, non-managerial staff and
-arguably- decision-makers themselves as well, as HEIs implemented hiring freezes and
salary cuts. Research funding was reduced or redirected toward projects related to the
COVID-19, forcing faculty to either restructure projects or place them on hold. These
decisions represent an important challenge to HEIs governance structures and were
contrary to HEIs’ pre-COVID priorities.

Why, then, did HEIs move away from their traditional strategies to respond to proximal
stakeholders’ needs? We contend that in situations of contextual crises that encompass the
entire local system of stakeholder relations, decision-makers lack information that would
allow for a reprioritization of stakeholders according to the conventional criteria of power,
legitimacy and urgency. Instead of continuing or resuming usual organizational strategies
and securing the required resources, the social construction of stakeholder roles and
expectations influences decision-making at any organization (Spitzeck and Hansen, 2010).
While organizations’ social embeddedness renders local stakeholders’ claims more visible,
ethics, as well as social responsibility, will shape organizations’ responses.

Focusing specifically on the HEIs of our study, priority given to local external stakeholders
was motivated by common interests and challenges within geographically proximal and
shared socio-economic contexts (Brewster et al., 2016; Gonzalez-Perez, 2011). Contrary to
a notion of “universities in their ivory tower,” which implies that universities and local
stakeholders might have contradictory interests, HEIS’ observed stakeholder reprioritization
reflected norms and values of reciprocity that would increase the likelihood of survival for
the more extensive system of stakeholders such as the collaboration with the government
through recommendations for COVID-19 mitigation policies (Cloete et al., 2020). HEIs’
resources, including faculty knowledge, employee volunteering efforts, patents and medical
services, were made available to the broader, proximal stakeholder system. Arguably, the
visibility of HEIs” actions focused on supporting proximal external stakeholders also had a
positive impact on HEIs’ administrative employees and faculty (Chaudhary, 2019).
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A remaining question refers to whether HEIs’ responses to COVID-19 were not temporary

coping mechanisms that would allow them to continue their pre-COVID strategies once

conditions improve, while simultaneously shielding their home market from foreign

competition. In line with arguments presented by Sacchetti and Tortia (2020), we contend

that the broader debate informed HEI's civic engagement and the expectations embedded

in the systems of proximal stakeholders on univ ies’ evolution and their responsibilities

T3 toward society. As can be observed in Table 3, .cw directions for HEls emphasize USR,

particularly toward proximal stakeholders. Within this context, USR does not necessarily

imply a shift away from HEI's traditionally established roles, as we found that these Latin

American HEls did not ahandon previous relevant targets such as the international

dimension. Chantler (2016 :ntifies three missions for HEIs: knowledge-transfer focused

on education for employment and community service, knowledge creation through research

AQ: 3 and development and community engagement. We argue that the outbreak of the COVID-

19 pandemic and its effects on the stakeholder systems that surround HEIls constituted a

learning phase, which acted as a catalyst that accelerated changes in the governance of

HEls toward their third mission (Degl'Innocenti et al., 2019) and increased sustainability
(Moon et al., 2018).

8. Conclusions

Contextual crises represent fundamental challenges to organizations’ governance as they
affect both internal and external stakeholders in unforeseeable ways. We build on socially
embedded approaches to stakeholder management to argue that the conventional criteria
of power, legitimacy and urgency are insufficient to fully understand organizations’
stakeholder management during contextual crises. Instead, contrary to studies suggesting
that organizations focus on those stakeholders that provide critical resources, social
embeddedness leads HEIls in our sample to develop and offer resources to particular
stakeholders, instead of trying to acquire/secure resources.

The historical evolution of HEls presented earlier (Tables 1 and 3 siiows that trade-offs
between international competitiveness and local relevance represent a central challenge for
private universities in emerging markets. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, these universities
are refocusing their efforts to serve local stakeholders, restructuring and reallocating
resources to support industrial sectors, civil society initiatives and projects with municipal,
provincial and national governments. The eight Latin American universities in our study
migrated most of their programs to online teaching platforms to continue interacting with
students, their most important stakeholders. However, ongoing adaptation to the “new
normal” (Cordova et al, 2021) and adopting online teaching methods expose these
institutions to intense competition with other HEIs which may be able to offer more robust
options.

Our findings support that universities strongly committed to research and development
have more possibilities to contribute to the needs of proximal stakeholders such as the
public sector or local business, even when they were not considered critical before the
COVID-19 outbreak. Thus, we identified crises as tipping points that would drive HEIs
toward fulfilling their “third mission” (Degl'lnnocenti et al., 2019), as multi-stakeholder-
oriented and socially responsible institutions, through civic engagement and consolidation
of local alliances.

Finally, this study emphasizes the relevance of HEIs as civically engaged agents within their
stakeholder system, capable of sharing their resources through unconventional stakeholder
management under crisis scenarios, reinforcing their alliances and mobilizing efforts
through new governance structures. HEI's have to be open for contextual knowledge
learning from the society (Gibbons, 1999), while, in turn, they are able to prompt science,
technology and innovation, which can support resilience development so countries’
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societies can resist the multiple, complex and unpredictable threats (Siriname, 2020),
AQ: 4 responsibly deciding when and how to put them at stakeholders’ service.
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