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Abstract Even though diffusion of information and communication technology (ICT) in
academic teaching has been fast, the expected benefits in pedagogy and
structure have yet to materialize.  Rogers' diffusion theory, which focuses on
adoption and rejection of innovation, can explain the proliferation of ICT
usage in academia, but the lack of ICT-based pedagogical and structural
changes are beyond the scope of diffusion theory.  The objective of this paper
is to broaden the theoretical base for explaining the state of ICT in academia
via the alternative conceptual lens of institutional theory, which focuses on the
relationship between the organization and its environment.  With the institu-
tional theory perspective in mind, we suggest that further pedagogical and
structural changes in academic courses should not be expected as a result of
ICT implementation in academic teaching.
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1 BACKGROUND

A large investment has been made in integrating information and communication
technology (ICT) into academic courses (see Bennett and Bennett 2003; Collis and
Moonen 2001; Harasim 2000; Macchiusi and Trinidad 2001; Mason 2000; Noble 2001;
Rafaeli et al. 2003).  Surveys show massive ICT usage in academic courses (Green 2002,
2003, 2004), but only sparse anecdotal evidence of fundamental instructional change is
found in the literature (Chiang and Fung 2004; Ellis et al. 2005; Thompson and
MacDonald 2005).  In fact, massive diffusion did not bring about much change either in
the pedagogic way professors teach (Burgess 2003; Frank and Barzilai 2004; OECD
2005), or in the basic ways  that universities structure their study programs (Guri-
Rosenblit 2005; OECD 2005).  This situation raises the question of whether expectations
that ICT implementation will bring about change in the pedagogy and structure of
academic teaching will ever materialize.

According to diffusion theory (Rogers 1995), the relative advantage of ICT-based
courses, compared to traditional courses, explains diffusion but does not discern between
different users of the same innovation.  Thus, this theory cannot explain why successful
cases, in which students and professors report fundamental instructional change, remain
anecdotal in nature.

In the next section, a polemical perspective of diffusion theory and its explanation
for the current status of ICT in academia are presented, followed in the third section by
the alternative perspective of institutional theory (Meyer and Rowan 1992; Rowan and
Miskel 1999).  Some conclusions are presented in the closing section of this paper.

2 ICT ADOPTION IN ACADEMIA

Rogers’ diffusion-of-innovation theory (1995), which treats adoption of innovation
dichotomously, might not be sufficient for explaining a situation where the innovation
is being used without fulfilling its potential, as in the case of ICT-based academic
courses.  Rogers ascribes innovation success to its use but does not consider conse-
quences of use as relevant to determining the success of the adoption process.  Thus, the
current status of massive ICT usage in academic courses would be considered successful
according to diffusion theory, leaving the question of missing pedagogical and structural
change unexplained.  Part of the answer rests on the definition and measurement of
success in the complex context of ICT innovation, as evident in research by DeLone and
McLean (1992, 2003) and Seddon et al. (1999). 

DeLone and McLean thoroughly examined the definition and measurement of
success in implementing ICT and found dozens of definitions, techniques, and tools.  One
of the implications of their work is that ICT success in implementation may be defined
and measured in more than one way.  Seddon et al. emphasize that the criteria for success
may differ from one stakeholder to another, even in the same situation.

The relevant stakeholders according to the diffusion-of-innovation model are the
users of the innovation.  The users in the academic context could be the students, pro-
fessors, university officials, or different entities in the academic organizational field.
Rogers' theory does not discern among stakeholders, and thus success for one entity
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could be perceived completely different by another entity.  Better explanation could
perhaps be obtained by institutional theory (Meyer and Rowan 1992; Rowan and Miskel
1999), which suggests that agents in the academic environment are relevant to defining
ICT-based use as success.

3 INSTITUTIONAL THEORY PERSPECTIVE

Every organization belongs to an organizational field or sector.  According to
institutional theory, many organizational processes and changes, with which an organi-
zation allegedly intends to promote efficiency, are actually performed in order to achieve
environmental legitimacy by meeting regulations, norms, and ideology of its organi-
zational field (Rowan and Miskel, 1999).  Thus, to enhance its survival prospects in its
competitive environment, sometimes  an organization seeks to increase environmental
support and resources flow at the expense of organizational efficiency (Meyer and
Rowan 1992; Scott 2003).

Universities are expected by their stakeholders (students, potential students, regu-
lators, and funding agencies) to be in a leading position in the process of adopting tech-
nological innovations.  Since higher education has become more competitive in recent
years, the pressure to become more efficient and offer better service to student customers
is increasing. 

Once perceived as adopting technological innovation (ICT, in this case) as a means
for improving the service provided to students, the university, as an institute acting
according to institutional theory, has achieved its goal of maintaining environmental
legitimacy.  This may be accomplished without the need to perform meaningful, signi-
ficant, resource-consuming pedagogical and structural changes in academic courses and
programs.  Organizational field expectations, therefore, might be met even with super-
ficial and symbolic ICT adoption.  Thus, with the institutional theory perspective in mind,
one should not expect in-depth changes as a result of ICT implementation in academic
teaching.  Rather, the ICT adoption process could be considered successful as long as,
while adopting ICT, universities are able to sustain environmental legitimacy by being
perceived in their organizational field as adopters of technological innovations.  Indeed,
while massive adoption of ICT in academic teaching has occurred, lack of further impact
on the technical core (i.e., the set of activities required in order to achieve the organi-
zational goals) of the university may indicate that the goal of maintaining environmental
legitimacy has been accomplished.

4 CONCLUSIONS

ICT, while used widely, has yet to meet its pedagogic and structural potential.  This
suggests that the mere adoption of a technological innovation may not be perceived as
successful by some stakeholders and presents a more complex picture than diffusion
theory.  DeLone and McLean suggest that  ICT success may be measured in various ways
in different situations and according to different stakeholders, in line with institutional
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theory.  With an institutional theory perspective in mind, the university as an institution
strives to maintain environmental legitimacy by being perceived as using ICT in
academic teaching, without making significant changes in its technical core.  This
perspective suggests that further pedagogical and structural changes resulting from ICT
integration in academic courses should not be expected.
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