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Exploring Intellectual Liabilities in Universities – Case 
Study of a Public Sector University

Muhammad Zain Gohar1, Awais Alam Khan2

Abstract

Public universities are going through a tough time in Pakistan and some of the old univer-
sities are facing severe financial crisis to the extent that they cannot even pay their employees. 
This drift took a long time, and it is mainly due to increase in the intellectual liabilities. While 
intellectual capital is seen as non-physical resources which helps to create value, intellectual 
liabilities are the intangible rigidities that destroys the value.

This paper explores the creation of intellectual liabilities in universities due to different 
prevailing processes and practices and the ignorance of its implications by the management, 
using a public sector university as a case study. Actor-Network Theory is utilized to develop the 
understanding of the phenomenon, to appreciate the complexity of reality and understanding 
how social effects are generated as a result of associations between different actors in a network

A qualitative research approach was adopted, and primary data was collected through 
semi-structured interviews and thematic analysis have bene utilized for its analysis. Findings 
suggest that intellectual liabilities have a destructive role in universities. The findings can 
prove useful to human resource managers, policy decision-makers, as well as government and 
academic institutions in understanding what intellectual liabilities is and how they can develop 
gradually if not prevented.

Keywords: Intellectual Capital, Intellectual Liability, Actor-Network Theory

1.	 Introduction

Intellectual capital (IC) has a vital role in value creation and competitive advan-
tage in organizations (Matos, 2020; Januskaite & Uziene, 2018 ). IC is defined as 
any intangible such as; a brand, technology, process, knowledge, skills and others 
which contribute to the generation of economic benefit and value creation for orga-
nizations (García-Ayuso Covarsí, Sánchez Muñoz, & Cañibano Calvo, 2004). The 
earlier conceptualization of IC associate it with the difference between book-value 
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and market-value of an organization (Penman, 2009; Tsai & Lu, 2006). IC is broadly 
categorized into three components (Sveiby, 1997; Bontis, Dragonetti, Jacobsen, & 
Roos, 1999), human capital, structural capital, and relational capital.

Human Capital (HC) is the competency of the employees for the enhancement 
of intangible and tangible resources and is the absolute intelligence and skills of 
the employees. Structural Capital (SC) can be defined as ‘what remains back when 
the employees leave the company’ (Sveiby, 1997). This includes all the non-human 
knowledge in organizations, like databases, procedures, routines, and management 
strategies. Lastly, Relational Capital (RC) indicates the value inherent in an organi-
zation’s relationships with its customers, and its stakeholders. Further, IC literature 
distinguishes IC into static and dynamic perspectives (Edvinsson & Malone, 1997), 
the static perspective emphasis on three components of intellectual capital and their 
properties, while the dynamic perspective investigates the interactions between the 
IC components and its effects (Cuganesan & Dumay, 2009). 

In the IC literature, the value creating role of the IC became one of the major 
grand theories (Hanson, 1988; Barry & Stewart, 1997; Beam, 1997; Edvinsson & 
Malone, 1997 ). However, the above understanding of IC needs to be reconsidered as 
it does not take Intellectual Liabilities (IL) into account. There are indeed unrecorded 
intellectual assets when the market value is more than the book value of a company 
(Tsai & Lu, 2006), however, researchers such as Harvey and Lusch (1999) point towards 
the downside of the intangibles as well analogizing it with the accounting equation 
and arguing that if there are intangible resources then there should be intangible lia-
bilities as well and it should be recognized too. They (ibid.) indicate towards the issues 
of weak strategic planning, turnover of employees, inadequate trainings, structure 
and culture and weak relationships with stakeholders as some of the examples of IL.

This research aims to explore IL in universities because a vast body of research 
exist on the role of IC in the value creation (Bowman & Toms, 2010; Palla, Higgins, 
Wareham, & Sharp, 2010; Abernethy, Horne, Lillis, Malina, & Selto, 2005) however 
there is scarcity of research on the critical side of IC that is IL (Dumay, 2013; Maenpaa 
& Voutilainen, 2012; Santis & Giuliani, 2013, Giuliani 2015; Giuliani, & Chiucchi, 
2019). Similarly, several public universities in Pakistan are passing through financial 
and managerial crisis (Nisar, 2019) and this can be associated with the creation of IL 
in these organizations (Bukowitz & Petrash, 1997; Caddy, 2000; Brunold & Durst, 
2012; Giuliani 2016; Giuliani, & Chiucchi, 2019) and specifically in the case of Pa-
kistan, literature is almost non-existent on IL (Khan & Nouman, 2019; 2015). This 
research aims to contribute towards this important research gap that is, to develop 
an understanding of the existence of intellectual liabilities in HEIs and its probable 
causes. This aim is explored through the following two research questions:
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RQ1: How do different practices and processes lead to the creation of intellectual 
liabilities in universities?

RQ2: Why are the implications regarding intellectual liabilities being ignored by 
the management of universities?

This study is structured into six sections; the current section discusses the research 
gap and research questions. Section two provides a literature review of the study, 
focusing mainly on any issues related to IL. Section three presents the methodology 
through which data collection is performed and discusses the procedures used to 
obtain the data, along with the reason for using procedures. Section four gives a 
presentation of the stepwise analysis of collected data and the process from coding to 
theme development, after the result presentation, findings of the research, and general 
discussion which compares the obtained results with previous research. Section five 
provides a conclusion to this study. The final section examines the limitation of this 
study and suggests future research avenues. 

2.	 Literature Review

2.1.	Intellectual Liabilities 

Any intangible obstacle that comes between the organization's goals is an IL (Stam, 
2009). IC creates value and IL is the restraining force for value destruction (Cuga-
nesan, 2005; Cuganesan & Dumay, 2009; Dealtry, 2008; Santis & Giuliani, 2013).

IL has been conceptualized in two ways, firstly as value-depreciation of IC 
(Abeysekera & Guthrie, 2004; Caddy, 2001), while some researchers argue it to be 
the risks or non-monetary obligations in the acquisition and management of IC 
(Garcia-Parra, Simo, Sallan, & Mundet, 2009; Gowthorpe, 2009; Harvey & Lusch, 
1999). This second view argues regarding the volatility of IC and its components 
and raises the issues that can be encountered by organizations in the acquisition and 
later management of IC due to organizational processes and practices (Cuganesan & 
Dumay, 2009; Brunold & Durst, 2012; Kupi, et al., 2008 ). Some researchers (Gar-
cia-Parra et al., 2009) argue that putting IC in practice, which is the latest track of 
IC research (Dumay, 2012; Dumay & Garanina, 2013; Dumay, Guthrie, & Rooney, 
2017) provides an opportunity for the firm to critically analyze the environment as for 
what are the hurdles in the intellectual value creation and should also point towards 
the presence of the deficiencies (Martí, 2003) as showing only upside would be just 
akin to showing a good picture but avoiding to disclose the full picture and it could 
have fatal consequences for the organizations (Abeysekera & Guthrie, 2004; Stam, 
2009). Thus, is makes the concept of IL important as it is not only the IC to look for, 
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but organizations need to critically look for the probable risk of formation of IL too. 

Taking it further, Kontić and  Čabrilo (2009) argue that IL should be measured 
too because by not taking into account, several problems can arise in organizations 
such as; HC  shortage due turnover, skill mismatching due to lack of strategic man-
agement, talent exodus due to demotivation, and low productivity levels due to lack 
of training are just a few of the consequences of not evaluating any IC indicators 
(Harvey & Lusch, 1999; Stam, 2009). Similarly, Harvey and Lusch (1999) add that 
it will be a narrow approach to think that IC only contributes to value growth and 
avoiding the IL that may be occurring in the organization while growing up.

Researchers are criticizing the IC models and frameworks, that such models/
frameworks are still emphasizing on the IC perspective (its presence, measurement, 
and management) while ignore the liabilities side, even though there has been an 
acknowledgment of its existence. To control the uncontrollable circumstances for an 
organization’s advantage, it is crucial to monitor IL as well (Abeysekera & Guthrie, 
2004). However, this is still an area where more work is needed to develop frameworks/
models to help identifying the ILs, its measurement and management to avoid the 
organizational decline. Simply by highlighting the IC of an organization provides 
an incomplete image and as partial knowledge is a dangerous thing, how can the 
management foresee value deterioration when they are not fully aware of IL (Caddy, 
2000). Intellectual liabilities do not arise suddenly rather it evolves over time from 
IC into IL. The next few paragraphs discuss IL in the HEIs.

2.2 Intellectual Liabilities in the Higher Education

The most important component of IC is HC which is the lifeblood of an organi-
zation (Smith, 2006). Throughout the history, the major cause of HC to convert into 
human liability has been resistance to change (Strebel, 2009) which is any phenom-
enon that hinders the process at the beginning of its development (Sánchez-Prieto, 
Huang, Olmos-Migueláñez, García-Peñalvo, & Teo, 2019). One important thing that 
managers forget to realize is that for change to occur they need to have a workforce 
that not only predicts a change but also prepares for change (Senge, 1997). 

Those universities that desire not just to survive but also to thrive and gain growth, 
tend to take a proactive approach towards the development of learning environment 
and culture, the essence of both is effective leadership (Sidle & Warzynski, 2003; 
Etzkowitz, 2003). Interaction is the main element of leadership, which depends on 
social and organizational relationships, and networks of communication. Therefore 
the success or failure of leadership depends on interactions and that can either result 
in relational capital or otherwise relational liabilities (Yammarino & Bass, 1990; 
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Harvey & Lusch, 1999; Khan & Nouman, 2019).

The poor quality of education in Pakistan is the reason for low employability, 
poor employees’ performance, and lack of creativity and innovation (Rehman & 
Khan, 2014). To drive towards betterment requires, the development of the adaptive 
capacity or strategic flexibility which is a part of the SC component of the IC (Noriega, 
Heppell, Bonet, & Heppell, 2013). However, organizations which lack this capacity 
usually resist to adapt to changes in the environment due to lack of motivation in its 
HC thus resulting in the formation of ILs in their organizations  (Nisar, 2019; Reiche, 
Stahl, Mendenhall, & Oddou, 2016) .

Similarly, value creation through IC happens via the integration of HC, and RC 
with the SC. Though policies and organizational culture are parts of SC and they are 
essential for the operations of an organization their ‘right’ configuration is essential 
and when this network or configuration is not linked in the optimum manner then 
it results in the creation of IL as per ANT there is no distinction between humans 
and non-humans (Latour, 2006), making SC equally vital for the IC network to work 
(Gogan, Duran, & Draghici, 2015). SC is something that is owned by the institution 
exclusively, which if managed effectively can add value  (Van Zyl, 2005), while the 
opposite is true for mis-management which creates structural liabilities. 

Structural factors such as  learning environment, effective feedback, and moni-
toring systems are various factors that help improve the quality of higher education 
thus SC is something that holds a crucial value in the process of learning when 
universities are discussed, since better SC results in the better education system and 
improves overall student output, reduces dropouts and other beneficial factors (Brown 
& Duguid, 1996; Shimmi & Yonezawa, 2015;Teixeira, Jeremie, & Gresham, 2017)

When it comes to knowledge (SC), inside sharing supports the consistent com-
petitiveness of organizations (Ordóñez de Pablos, 2003), while on the other hand 
when utilized ineffectively can result in orphan knowledge (Caddy, 2000). Higher 
education’s purpose is to provide services to the community by educating, training, 
and researching. Providing such services seems to be difficult for Pakistan because of 
the orthodox nature of the structural dimensions (Nisar, 2019). For example, most of 
the public HEIs lack the basic requirements for quality education, and have jam-packed 
classes with over-worked teachers, lacking proper facilities (Rehman & Khan, 2014). 
All structural issues occur due to mismanagement of the ones in charge. Poor SC 
in HEIs results in the creation of rotten knowledge and orphan knowledge (Caddy, 
2001) thus hindering the process of innovation and creativity in the HEIs which are 
a major output of the HEIs in the knowledge economy as universities are considered 
as hub of the entrepreneurship, creativity and innovation in a knowledge ecosystem 
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(AcademiaMag, 2019; Bratianu & Pinzaru, 2015; Rehman & Khan, 2014). 

In a knowledge economy, survival depends on how much investment is made on 
the students in the form of education (Rehman & Khan, 2014) but most of the public 
sector HEIs are influenced by politics which gravely damages the institute (Tadaki & 
Tremewan, 2013). It is rare to find someone on the board of governors who has made 
knowledge contributions and knows how to run the organizations properly (Nisar, 
2019). Poor management and governance of the HEIs bring an institution from a 
boom state to the brink of survival and further to destruction.

Similarly,  reputation  attracts students and capable employees to join a HEI 
(Beam, 1997). Reputation is something institutions are seriously concerned with, due 
to the increasing need for funds and decreasing students’ enrollments (Nisar, 2019). 
Universities spend a large chunk of financial resources for reputation development 
only to see all that investment go to waste due to the negligence of a few (Vugt & 
Hardy, 2010). According to a 2018 survey , 78% of Pakistani employers are dissatis-
fied with university graduates in Pakistan, blaming universities for not providing the 
required skills and knowledge (AcademiaMag, 2019) which shows that Pakistani HEIs 
are ignoring an important intangible for success.

The blame for damaged reputation goes to the management of universities since 
they fail to take responsibility for monitoring their investments however, the main 
inputs and outcomes of universities are intangibles, therefore measurement and 
management become difficult due to limited instruments (Veltri & Puntillo, 2019). 
Either way throughout history, it has been seen, decades of hard-earned reputation go 
to waste due to a single event, hence a call for better management of the intangibles 
is essential (Clardy, 2005). 

Many universities have seen better days and now they cease to exist because of 
poor management, which affected HC, which caused SC to diminish, and in the 
same line of reasoning, RC was destroyed. All three components are linked with each 
other in a chain-like structure, one cannot simply operate without the other and if 
one component becomes a liability then it is just a matter of time till all three become 
a liability. Having discussed the different elements of IL in the HEIs, the following 
paragraphs have discussion on the conceptual framework of the research.

2.3 Conceptual Framework of the Research

The conceptual framework of this research is based on the Actor-Network 
Theory (ANT) developed by Bruno Latour, Jude Law, and Michel Callon, which 
emphasizes the idea that ‘no one acts alone and nothing exists in this world outside 
the networks of relationships' (Bielenia, 2010; Latour, 2006; Sims, 2007). ANT is an 
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establishment of a network in which human and non-human actors hold identities 
according to the nature of interactions. 

The relevance of ANT to this research is the fact that ANT operates on the 
principle of ‘generalized symmetry’, which means, humans and non-human are given 
equal operational importance and are incorporated under the same framework. In 
ANT both the actors and actants (non-human entities like computers, software, 
knowledge, data, etc.) share a role for network development, leading to system sta-
bilization (Bardini, 1997). Hence making this theory perfect for the current research 
as all three components of IC are equally valued, whether it is human or non-human 
within a social and contextual setting (Chiucchi & Dumay, 2015).

A perfectly running social order starts to crumble when specific actors are dis-
turbed (Law, 1992). For example, technology is a crucial ‘actor’, and taking it away 
from university will devastate the whole institute as technology is practically the 
soul of the modern knowledge economy (Amesse & Cohendet, 2001). The meaning 
of Actor-Network is that an actor is always in a network, defined by the order of 
materials and the patterning of relationships.

According to this perspective leadership, knowledge, power, and even organi-
zations are social products or effects of a heterogeneous network or context that 
surrounds them. For this research, the context includes people, financial resources, 
facilities, equipment, technology, space, location, and other entities in the network 
that forms a HEI (Sims, 2007). These entities are competing with other entities for 
dominance within the network. The patterns that emerge from the struggle defines 
the network (Cresswell, Worth, & Sheikh, 2010; Law, 1992).

ANT is a constructivist approach since it provides an understanding of the 
interactions that lead to a successful theory, rather than providing explanations of 
events and labeling the theory as true or false (Muniesa, 2015). In this way, one gains 
a detailed description of the concrete mechanisms at work that holds the network 
together, while allowing an impartial treatment of the actors.

Figure 1 is a diagrammatic presentation of the conceptual framework of this 
study. It starts with the elements of IC and the conceptualization of what practices 
and processes turn IC into IL. It starts when employees (human capital) fail to adapt 
due to changing context, leading to affect the structural capital. The knowledge 
starts to deteriorate due to a lack of productive utilization, which reflects the lack 
of productivity in knowledge, disturbed systems, and infrastructure followed by a 
chain of mishaps.

The damaged HC and SC reflects highly on RC with the lack of quality knowl-
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Figure 1: Conceptual Framework of the Research

edge production, which reflects on the reputation of the institution and results in 
organizational decline. All components of IC are interconnected and are known to 
produce economic and social benefits altogether, but that backfires when one of them 
starts to convert into a liability. It can be due to a lack of finances, poor prioritization, 
and political interferences, as perceived by the university’s employees. 

3.	 Research Methodology

Social Constructivism is the philosophy that states that ‘human development takes 
place in a social context and knowledge is constructed through social interaction (Lew-
is, 2015; Kabele, 1996). Since the current study intends to understand a phenomenon 
which generates through the social interaction of the actors within a specific context, 
social constructivism is the best-suited philosophy for this research (Mcmahon, 1997; 
O’Donnell & King, 2014). Based on research philosophy a qualitative research design 
was adopted (Hammarberg, Kirkman, & De Lacey, 2016; Lewis, 2015). Similarly a 
case-study strategy was adopted as such strategy generates a rich description of the 
phenomenon under question (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2015; Lewis, 2015; Yin, 
2013). Choosing the ‘case/cases’ in research is the key element to define a case study 
(Thomas, 2020) while a case may refer to a process, person, organization, association, 
event, etc., for this research, the cases are the individuals. After defining the case, 
the research goes to understanding the dynamics of the topic, referring to case and 
context interactions (Eisenhardt, 2016; Hassard & Wolfram Cox, 2013). 

The context of the study is a public sector university, founded in 1950 with 2,693 
staff members and 14,000 students enrolled. The university consists of 6 academic 
faculties with 40 postgraduate departments and 2 centers of excellence (UoP, 2020). 
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The university is currently offering undergraduate, postgraduate, and doctoral studies. 
It is regulated under the Act of the Provincial Assembly while being funded through 
HEC by the federal government.

This university was selected due to two reasons: One, IL evolves over a prolonged 
period and the case organization is one of the oldest universities in the country and 
had the potential of containing the desired phenomena. Two, there were news of 
its bankruptcy in the newspapers. The fact that one of the most reputed universities 
has gone bankrupt and does not have any funds to pay their respective faculty and 
staff members (Anjum, 2019) begs an inquiry to explore the presence of IL in the 
organization.

Semi-structured interviews were used for the research using purposive sampling  
(Guest, Bunce, & Johnson, 2006)  to understand background knowledge and insti-
tutional perspective (Lewis, 2015), as interviews are a fact-finding technique whereby 
the researchers collect information from individuals through face-to-face interaction 
(Saunders et al., 2015). The knowledgeable source of information is the key informant 
(Marshall, 1996), therefore the key informants are chosen based on the criteria of 
knowledge and experience of the phenomenon and the context. The unit of analysis 
for this research is ‘the working individuals in university’s environment. The unit of 
observations in this research is ‘the employees of the university. A total of 9 employees 
at different positions were interviewed. Table 1 shows the selection of participants.

4.	 Data Analysis, Findings, and Discussion

4.1 Data Analysis

The interviews were transcribed and analyzed through thematic analysis which is 
widely used in social, health, and management disciplines (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 
The data was collected in the form of recordings. The primary language used for the 
interviews was English, but interviews also contained Urdu and Pashto. The data 
was transcribed by the researchers themselves and checked for errors. The transcribed 
data were sent back to the participants for confirmation of the validity of the inter-
views. The process of data analysis includes determining the categories, sub-themes, 
and main themes from the descriptions of participants (Braun & Clark, 2006), for 
this purpose a qualitative data analysis (QDA) software Atlas.ti 8 is used. The steps 
required to do thematic analysis included as displayed in the Figure 2:

In qualitative research familiarity with the data is very important and a continuous 
process from the conducting of interviews till the end. The transcripts were repeatedly 
read, this was followed by the second step of generating initial codes. The process of 
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Table 1: Selection of Participants

Characteristics Numbers of Participants

Gender

Male 5

Female 4

Designation

Chairman/Chairperson 2

Assistant Professor 3

Lecturer 4

Criteria

Position of Power 2

Understanding of the phenomena being researched 5

Association with the elements being researched 2

Years of professional experience

<10 8

>10 1

coding took place in two phases, the ‘first cycle coding’, done through in-vivo coding 
which refers to the short phrases and words (terms) that the participants used them-
selves (Ozanne, Strauss, & Corbin, 1992). To get the words and phrases used in the 
everyday lives of the participants, rather than derived terms out of academic disciplines 
or professional practices (Saldaña, 2009). Through first cycle coding, approximately 
500 codes were generated (See table 4.2 for in vivo coding clarification).

Figure 2: Steps Involved in Thematic Analysis

After that, the process of reorganizing and reanalyzing the codes was initiated, 
in the ‘second cycle coding’. In second cycle coding, theoretical coding was used as it 
serves as an umbrella that takes all the other codes and categories in the analysis, into 
account (Saldaña, 2009). Merger begins with the findings of the primary themes, also 
called central or core category, it consists of the products of analysis summarized into a 
couple of words that provide a gist of what the research is about (Ozanne et al., 1992).

In theoretical coding, the subcategories and the categories are linked systemati-
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cally with the central or core category, the one with the largest explanatory relevance 
(Greene, Compton, Whitmore, & Sappington, 1987). Second cycle coding is sub-
stantial because previously achieved codes are merged because of their similarity and 
infrequent codes are reevaluated for their significance in the overall scheme, mean-
while, some other codes that might seem like good codes end up being discarded 
after the data corpus is reviewed fully (Silver & Lewins, 2014).

The initial 500 codes were reduced to 333 codes which were further merged to 
develop 22 codes that are considered as themes (shown in Table 2). Table 2 highlights 
22 themes developed after the second cycle of coding and in front of each theme is 
the number of codes it contains. The intention to highlight the number of codes is 
to identify the emphasis on the theme that the participants have put on. For example, 
the thirteenth theme ‘Maladministration’ has the highest number of codes, which 
shows how participants were keen on speaking about that topic. ‘Maladministration’ 
is made up of 38 codes.

The themes emerged from the second cycle coding directed towards the develop-
ment of subthemes of the research (see Table 3). The 22 subthemes were categorized 
into 6 groups in Atlas.ti. Those groups are considered as subthemes that were intended 
to be derived from the collected data, i.e., human capital, structural capital, relational 
capital, human liability, structural liability, relational liability.

These 6 subthemes were a part of two bigger themes, IC, and IL, hence making 
these two the main themes of the collected data. Table 3 gives a brief idea about the 
whole process explained above, which starts from the collected data and ends at the 

Table 2: Number of Codes and Merged Codes

Number Themes Number of codes each merged code contains

1 Alliances 10

2 Bad Leadership 10

3 Bad reputation 11

4 Behavior of teachers 21

5 Biasness 19

6 Casuistry 11

7 Demotivation 20

8 Existence of System 7

9 Financial Crisis 18

10 Good Leadership 6
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11 Institution and Human Resourc-
es

26

12 Jugglery 8

13 Maladministration 38

14 Organization structure 9

15 Political influence 18

16 Resistance 11

17 Social Interactions 7

18 Structural problems 12

19 Student Aggrievement 24

20 Student Perception 14

21 Technological aspects 5

22 Weak strategic planning 28

Totals 333

development of two main themes.

4.2.	 Findings 

In the following section, the findings of the study are discussed concerning both 
of the research questions:

RQ 1: How do different practices and processes lead to the creation of intellectual liabilities 
in universities?

Case-organization is one of the oldest and a reputable institute of Pakistan. The 
participants know the value of themselves and other parts of the structure. But a 
body that massive can be subject to a crisis with the lack of effective leadership and 
when the importance of money is more emphasized rather than knowledge then the 
conversion of IC into IL starts.

According to Acad-1, money is a factor which moved the organization from its 
main objective that is, the learning process:

“…when the influence of money is introduced in this profession, the teachers 
are taking this profession as a job rather than duty which makes a huge difference”

Acad-2 lamented on the lack of vision for the future:

“…based on my understanding, [why our university] is not [performing], because 
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very few public sector universities, including [case organization] and its leadership, 
have any vision for the future”

While Acad-3 added the lack of strategic leadership with a vision as the cause:

“There is a lack of leadership in the educational institutions. We need the edu-
cational leaders that have the vision, [to] build our institutions”

Poor leadership has been the cause of the slow deterioration of the university’s 
IC. The first thing that has happened due to poor leadership is the mismanagement 
on a large scale and the factor of ‘biases’ came into being. Favoritism was in every 
corner of the case organization, and it was affecting the morale of employees.

Mngr-1 explains the nexus between political influence and nepotism to control 
HEIs:

“I would say everything was completely on nepotism, and politicians had an 
influence on universities. They do exercise that influence that controls on universities”

Acad-4 sheds the light on the difficulties in HC growth due to the practices of 
favoritism and dysfunctional conflicts resulting in demotivation of the HC.

“…no matter how energetic you are, over here, in this university, there’s a lot of 
[leg] pulling, there’s a lot of favoritism, because of which you have to struggle for your 
promotion, for your recognition, and that makes you feel sick [mental stress]”

Acad-5 added the absence of organizational justice in the processes as a reason 
of converting HC in HL:

“When you don’t get appreciation from the administration, and when they’re not 
giving you justice, with your services, and you see injustice in the system. Of course, 
you get demotivated and with time, you become a liability”

Through the statements made by participants, a new concept came to light, that 
may be favoritism is caused because of political influence. Two types of political 
influences were identified in a university’s environment, positive and negative, a 
few of the participants had a pretty good definition for positive politics. Like Acad-1 
highlights the positive perspective of politicking in the organization linking it with 
making complex decisions:

“The [major] decisions are not made authoritatively, might be because they want 
to avoid self-responsibility in case the decision backfires. Instead, the decision is made 
by a bunch of people with combined responsibilities, if this is politics, then it is good 
politics”
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However, most of the participants were wary of the political practices inside the 
case-organization and its impact of promotion decisions and overall processes. As 
per Acad-4:

“Hiring, promotions are 80% based on political influence. And at the same time, 
that also affects the overall scene in the university. [S]sometimes you feel sick, because 
of these political manipulations”

While Mngr-1 also affirmed its negative impact:

“It has a negative impact on the faculty because those who are playing in the 
hands of politicians or have, you know, the blessing of military, they are enjoying 
good positions”

Other than the negative political influence and nepotism there is a tendency 
for HC demotivation however, some people are still trying to stay on to make things 
better. Like Acad-4 added:

“…there are people who have given up because of this situation, but they’re still 
like me who still have the stamina, so we’re still trying to just put on and get on with 
these things”

However, the financial crisis is making it even harder for the employees. As Acad-
4 commented:

“One, most important is the financial crisis. Lack of money is curtailing their 
way, whatever they’re trying to do”

Acad-6 again raised the issue of ‘money factor’ and giving admission the policy 
of self-financing scheme and its impact on learning environment:

“Due to the fact that there are no funds for the university, the university is trying 
to admit as many students as it can … which affects the quality”

The financial situation was getting out of hand so the management came up with 
a quick short-term solution and as said by the participants, to cope with the current 
financial situation the management has made the policy to enroll as many students 
as they can. Acad-7 states,

“To fix the financial issues, the university operates on the principle of garbage in 
garbage out, giving little preference to the merit”

Acad- 3 also commented on the learning environment and quality of teaching 
and learning:
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“…the university has financial issues nowadays, and this year in the first semes-
ter, in a BS they’re taking 60, 65 students in one class. And even in the evening 65 
students and the university is just trying to get money, due to the financial constraints, 
they want to enroll more and more students”

Acad-6 attributed pressure from the regulatory body too as a factor for this decline:

“Because of the pressure from [the regulator], there have been admissions at a 
much larger scale than the actual requirement, to the extent that a department of 
small numbers of seats now has more than it can take.”

There is a limit to the number of students that a department can enroll when 
that limit is increased to maximize the teaching faculty goes short in numbers thus 
affecting the quality of education and putting extra pressure on faculty which results in 
IL as Acad-3 states. “…this is tarnishing for me that how to take a class with 130 students...” 
and Mngr-1 indicated towards burn-out:

“We all are worked out and I am doing more than the workload I am supposed to 
do. So is the case with the rest of my faculty. We are doing more than actual capacity 
and at times, it is humanly impossible for us”

All the extra burden of students might work as finance is concerned but it is 
affecting one of the most crucial ‘researching function’ of the university. According 
to Acad-7 it is affecting the faculty’s research:

“The teachers are so overly burdened by the management and additional credit 
hours that they are not able to do any kind of research”

Due to so much overburden, the research work is affected as well as the quality 
of teaching too affected and resulted in increased absenteeism. Acad-4 states

“…teaching has become a sort of a formality here in the university, they don’t 
attend classes regularly”

Table 4, and Figure 3, displays a summary view and network view of the analysis 
of the data regarding RQ1. 

Q.2 Why the implications regarding IL in universities are ignored by the man-
agement?

The participants were aware of the components of IL and its impact on the case 
organization. Meanwhile, when asked, why such implications of IL are being ignored, 
the participants had a lot of reasons to state. Acad-3 stated the lack of leadership and 
absence of [IC] policy for this ignorance. 
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“There is a lack of leadership in the educational institutions, and they even don’t 
have a concrete policy to utilize their [IC]. That’s why on the management level, it 
has been ignored”

Acad-6 provided a critical narrative including the lack of accountability, inadequate 
structure and technology and an incompetent management:

“There are [different] factors like, there is no forensic accountability, there is 
a lack of structure, technology [that] the administration lacks very much. And the 
management knows that they are responsible for creating the liability, hence they do 
nothing about it”

Even if the management is not ignoring the implications, they have been unable 
to give priority to what is more important. The participant emphasized the fact that 
instead of creating a long-term solution, the short-term solution was initiated for 
improvement in the financial situation.

Acad-7 lamented on wrong priorities by the manangement as a reason of IL:

“The management fails to prioritize what is more beneficial for the university. 
The new programs that are initiated in the universities completely backfired. It is a 
waste and destroyed a properly working schedule”

While a lot had been said on the lack of ability to manage, some participants 
justified the failure of management due to lack of financial support by government 
and lack of capacity. They associated public sector HEIs with the public aspirations 
and not money making. Acad-1 bemoaned that:

“Public universities cannot do self-financial management since we will have to 
shut some departments and then the society will react”

However, Acad-2 attributed this decline to the incompetency of the organizational 
management

“I wouldn’t say they are ignoring it. My gut feeling is, they [leadership & man-
agement] don’t know how to cope with the mess”

While Mngr-1 discussed the long-term existence of the problems and ignorance 
in the past by management:

“I would say about this current administration, that they inherited these problems, 
which were created during the past 5,6,7 years”

Other than inherited problems, the management ignores such liabilities for the 
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sake of senior employees of the institution who have much more influence than the 
younger ones who want to change. While proposing a new plan the management 
takes the seniors into account as the resistance of those employees is something they 
cannot afford. Acad-5 states:

“There is a gap between, the new generation and the old generation. They feel 
insecure from the new generation in a way that they are competent as well as qualified. 
So, they [the seniors] want to keep the status quo in one way or the other”

And when there is a little effort to balance the odds then financial deficiency 
raise problems again. As Mngr-2 states: 

“This is the dilemma that we are facing, we cannot increase the fees and we 
have not been assisted by the provincial government. This is the main issue of the 
university. Remember, public sector universities, you cannot run them without [support 
from government] finances”

The participants were of different perspectives as some were totally against the 
management and some seem to defend them as they (management) are trying to 
resolve and still trying. The views of the participants have been summarized in the 
Table 5 and Figure 4.

4.3.	 Discussion

A university is considered the hub of knowledge, innovation, and creativity in 
the knowledge-based economy. The research intended to see the practices and pro-
cesses of IC in one of the oldest and most reputed HEIs and what was causing IC to 
convert into IL. The analysis indicates that there is a strong linkage when it comes 
to a public university and politics which is one of the core reasons for IL creation. 
Meanwhile, the role of management is trivial in resolving the issues due to the current 
financial situation.

The data showed the acknowledgment of the faculty regarding each employee as 
an asset to the institution and the role of technology in making them an asset was 
equally acknowledged. Meanwhile, the data also showed that alliances and relations 
with the external and internal environment are important for a working environment. 
The results met the expectation in this regard and are coherent with the findings of 
other researchers like Veltri and Puntillo (2019).

But one of the most vital reasons for this research was to understand the reasons 
behind the conversion of IC into IL. A learning environment becomes a dream when 
the organization has poor leadership and a lack of strategic planning (Bovey & Hede, 
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2001), which was also the case in the organization due to its poor leadership. Similarly, 
there is a negative association between the political pressures and lack of financial 
support from the public sector. There is a decline in technology as well due to lack 
of funding and these factors are hampering the quality of education. The findings 
are relevant to the literature of Caddy (2000) and Giuliani (2013).

Financial issues were also responsible for ineffective initiatives, like enrollment 
of more students and overburdening the teachers, adversely affecting their commit-
ment to their jobs which is shown by absenteeism. Absence is negatively related to 
job commitment and satisfaction (Uwannah, 2015) and the results show the validity 
of such claims.

Some new findings came into the light, like the effect of favoritism on the morale 
of employees was way more than anticipated. Absenteeism, unpunctuality, and favor-
itism did contribute to the unusual behavior of teachers but favoritism was the most 
powerful factor among these three which was earlier affirmed by Uwannah (2015) 
and it led them to damage the system rather than cope with them. The act of going 
against their organization starts from the feeling of being ignored, while the others 
are favored more than them (Hollinger & Clark, 1982). Hence gradually converting 
human capital into a human liability.

The final discussion comes towards why management ignores such liabilities. 
According to the analysis of the themes, the management has been ignorant, due to 
the financial crisis as a major cause. Such conclusions have been highlighted in the 
literature under the study of Stam (2009).

While on the other side, even if the management was not ignoring these lia-
bilities, they were unable to prioritize what must be managed first. It should start 
with HC first (Adam & Urquhart, 2009; Monavvarian & Khamda, 2010)lack of IT 
skills and human capital impede the potential of IT investments in organizations 
in developing countries [Lee, J. (2001, because the university’s performance is more 
affected by human capital, in comparison to structural capital and relational capital 
(Shehzad, Fareed, Zulfiqar, Shahzad, & Latif, 2014). Then the structural, climate and 
cultural aspects of an organization come in and all of them linked together make IC 
management effective (Nazari, Herremans, Isaac, Manassian, & Kline, 2011). Time 
and again, it has been proven that the poor prioritization by the management has 
led to institutional decline (Maenpaa & Voutilainen, 2012; Van Zyl, 2005) and the 
findings prove that point to be standing even in contemporary times.

5.	 Conclusion

The research aimed to explore the conversion of IC into IL and ignoring the 
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outcomes of such conversion by the managers in the HEIs. With this aim, the research 
adopted a single case study approach and utilizing ANT conducted qualitative research. 
Primary data was collected through semi-structured interviews and thematic analysis 
were used to analyze the data. The first research question intended to figure out the 
process and practices through which IC convert into IL and highlighting the value 
destruction process. Poor leadership is the major cause of destruction in this study 
as leadership was the bases of IL development in the first place. It all starts from a 
good spot, good leadership, good systems, and management, but over a long period, 
one bad decision leads to another and systematically the whole network goes down.

Since all components are networked like a web and are interlinked with each 
other, just because of poor leadership, a culture of favoritism develops over time and 
is impacted by political influences. Later follows a systematic series of disasters like 
demotivation among employees and casuistry (illogical arguments to get out of situa-
tions) by the management and then the jugglery (tricks to solve just current situations) 
which leads to student aggravation (strikes, demotivation, careless behaviors) and that 
leads towards a bad image for the university.

The second research question was to understand the reason behind the manage-
ment’s ignorance of ILs. While the data did show some ignorance on the management 
part, the biggest elements involved were maladministration, financial crisis (lack of 
funds), structural problems (technology and policies), and political influence. The 
above elements are so strong that they do not let management take any incentive for 
the betterment of the institution even if they want to.

The research concludes that IL play a very negative role in universities as it destroys 
a properly working environment and creates unsolvable problems. The concept of 
each component of IC being interconnected with others holds completely true for IL 
also, all it takes is just one component to convert and the rest will follow.

This research contributes towards an often-ignored topic in the IC research that 
is, IL and adds to the body of knowledge by developing a framework based on ANT 
to study IL through practices and processes in a university setting. Secondly at the 
policy level, it identified the importance of strategic management of HEIs and the 
importance of leadership and management of IC of these HEIs to deter its IC con-
version into IL. HEIs should develop strategies to manage their IC and proactively 
search for the risk assessment of the conversion of IC into IL. 

6.	 Limitations and Future Research Directions

Just like any other research, the current study has limitations that can expose 
possible directions for future research. First, this study utilized a small size purposive 



Exploring Intellectual Liabilities in Universities – Case Study of a Public Sector University 117

sample from only one case organization, there is need for theoretical generalizability 
of the results to other public and private sector universities.

In future studies, a larger size of sample, drawn by adopting a purposive sampling 
procedure across public and private universities may facilitate researchers to generalize 
the results and provide even better answers to the research questions addressed in this 
study. Similarly, comparative analysis of public and private sector universities would 
be interesting to explore intellectual liabilities in public and private contexts and may 
entail more solid practical implications.

Second, this study has been conducted in the Pakistani context and its findings 
are not generalizable to other developing countries where universities might have dif-
ferent cultures and structures. It would be encouraging to replicate the current study 
in other developing countries and validate the findings concluded in this research. 
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