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Abstract

The paper raises the issue of relations in management and relationship management. It also 
aims to present the strategy of managing relationships in public organisations on the example 
of a public schools. The focus was on the key aspects of relationship management that are 
important for the effective functioning of educational institutions. 
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Streszczenie

Zarządzanie relacjami w organizacjach edukacji publicznej

Artykuł porusza problematykę relacji w zarządzaniu i zarządzania relacjami. Celem pracy 
jest również przedstawienie strategii zarządzania relacjami w organizacjach publicznych na 
przykładzie szkoły publicznej. Skupiono się na kluczowych aspektach zarządzania relacjami, 
istotnych dla efektywnego funkcjonowania placówek oświatowych.
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The concept and nature of relationships

The analysis of the source literature shows that relationships have been dealt with 
for many years. Initially, they were analysed as “personal relationships” reflect-
ing relations between people. They were considered as the most important fac-
tors that give great meaning to life itself [Campbell, Converse, Rogers, 1976]. 
The word “relationship” comes from the Latin relatio, onis, and means relations, 
connections with someone, action plan, regard to something, or the ability to rea-
son rationally [Korpanty, 2001]. The research conducted in this area allowed for 
a number of analyses of various relationships, but also showed the importance of 
relationships in the life of every person. It should be emphasised that the term ‘re-
lationship’ is most often and most broadly discussed in the context of relationship 
marketing. Researchers define the so-called service relationship as the mutual 
interaction of the service provider and the service recipient, when experiencing 
this interaction, conducive to creating and strengthening bonds between the co-
operating parties, resulting in the conversion of customers into stakeholders and 
building a union of interests [Rogoziński, 2006a]. In this approach, relationships 
are attributed with such features as: non-arbitrary nature, continuum of action, 
and aiming at long-term cooperation. Researchers clearly distinguish relation-
ships from informal contact, friendship and acquaintance, calling them pseudo- 
-relationships [Gutek, 1995]. The criterion for this division was the “depth, du-
rability and scope of the sectors involved” necessary for building relationships 
[Rogoziński, 2006b]. Therefore, relationships describe the mutual relation-
ships between companies and mainly customers [Jackson, 1985; Mazurek, 2014]. 
The relationship management sciences began to focus mostly on the aspect of 
building inter-organisational relationships regarding, for example: forms of co-
operation [Latusek-Jurczak, 2014; Klincewicz, 2014] or inter-organisational col-
laboration [Czakon, 2014]. The literature review shows that authors examining 
relationships mainly focused on enterprises and paid slightly less attention to re-
lationships in public organisations. This is probably due to the fact that commer-
cial organisations operating in a highly competitive market endeavoured not only 
to survive, but above all to gain a competitive advantage. Moreover, companies 
striving to maximise profit and continue growth paid special attention to build-
ing relationships by establishing various forms of cooperation. Therefore, some 
researchers define relationships as relational bonds characterised by a high level 
of cooperation, expressed in the form of relational contracts and striving for joint 
planning and addressing each other’s needs [Lambe, Spekman, Hunt, 2000]. Oth-
ers, in turn, consider relationships to be network ties constituting mutual inter-
actions between companies in which there is a two-way exchange of resources: 
information, tangible and intangible ones, with the simultaneous involvement of 
both parties [Czakon, 2005]. Some researchers emphasise that relationships are 
a special type of contracts concluded between an organisation and selected public 
institutions, individuals, business organisations and NGOs, which are voluntary 
and go beyond the existing market rules [Strategor, 2001]. Others, however, state 
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that they are interactions between people striving to achieve specific goals [Da
nielak, 2018]. They claim that it is a certain process related to creating and main-
taining the relationship between the organisation and the stakeholder. It should 
be emphasised that the diversity of selected definitions may result, among other 
things, from the fact that, on the one hand, relationships are a special, invisible, 
and therefore intangible resource encompassing conduct, culture and coopera-
tion in every organisation, but on the other hand – they are differently “cultivat-
ed” and described (presented) by the organisation itself. The authors argue that 
relationships with the surrounding community are special bonds that may even 
contribute to “building a sustainable competitive advantage” [Kolemba, 2009]. 
They claim that relationships, which are an intangible resource, unleash the spe-
cial “potential of skills and capabilities of the connected parties” that enable the 
organisation to achieve a great and stable advantage on the market [Otto, 2001]. 
Researchers also consider relationships to be “lasting cooperation” [Tyszkiewicz, 
2017], with certain stability, occurring between two parties, consisting of many 
interactions and meaning mutual contacts between stakeholders. They believe 
that reciprocity, commitment, common objectives and mutual trust are necessary 
to build lasting relationships. It was also noticed that relationships over a longer 
period of time are more beneficial and enduring. They allow partners to get to 
know each other better, build an appropriate cooperation management system, 
develop an appropriate communication process and mutual understanding.

The above considerations allow us to conclude that relationships play a very 
important role in every organisation. On the one hand, by building a positive at-
mosphere towards the organisation’s activities, they strengthen its position in the 
community; on the other hand, by influencing internal processes, they unify all 
components of the institution and create internal bonds within it.

The nature of relationships with stakeholders  
in public schools

Currently, public schools are facing more and more challenges resulting not only 
from ongoing economic, social and technological changes, but also from the pres-
sure on openness, efficiency, effectiveness, managing tangible and intangible re-
sources, and building and maintaining a competitive advantage [Brown, Malin, 
2022]. The last few years have shown that educational institutions have had to 
significantly change their current management practices. The COVID-19 pan-
demic has also influenced the learning and teaching process. It was necessary to 
quickly adapt to the practical, pedagogic and financial effects of the pandemic. 
The need to rapidly open educational institutions required making immediate 
decisions. School principals, especially of public ones, often acted without clear 
guidelines or directions, and under great pressure [Harris, 2021].

Schools’ search for ways to shape competitiveness, efficiency, effective-
ness and responsiveness is becoming inevitable. This results not only from the 
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requirements imposed on them, but also from the need to cope with constantly 
changing expectations of the community. One of such methods is stakeholder re-
lationship management, which is defined in the literature as one of the most im-
portant factors of every organisation. Moreover, in relation to public organisa-
tions, including schools, the issue of managing relationships with stakeholders is 
particularly important, because the objectives of these organisations are closely 
related to meeting the needs of stakeholders.

It is emphasised that relationships with stakeholders are the basic raison 
d’être of every organisation, regardless of the form of ownership, and its success 
depends on managing these relationships. Moreover, modern stakeholder rela-
tionships are characterised by a complex and wide range of changing, ambigu-
ous and context interactions between stakeholders within different organisations. 
This complexity makes that a main task for organisations which is not only to 
maintain relationships with stakeholders, but also to influence stakeholder con-
duct, decisions, and actions for mutual benefit.

As a result, all this requires schools not only to have great problem-solving 
skills and make decisions in the moment [Kożuch, 2010], but also to look for ways 
to reconfigure management in line with social requirements and trends [Brown, 
White, Kelly, 2021]. It is increasingly emphasised that conscious and targeted re-
lationship building is very essential for school institutions [Penc, 2005]. This is 
due to the fact that relationships influence the existence and development of every 
organisation [Brózda, Marek, 2008], facilitate achieving above-average benefits 
and generate relational rent [Stańczyk-Hugiet, 2011]. Relationships constitute the 
external capital of schools, which can act as a factor protecting the above-men-
tioned institutions against a potential crisis, but also contribute to building a com-
petitive advantage [Wereda, 2011]. Moreover, relationships build a positive atmo-
sphere towards the organisation’s activities, thereby strengthening its position in 
the community; on the other hand, however, by influencing internal processes, 
they unify all components of the institution and create internal bonds within it. 
The relationships created allow schools to exchange information, human and ma-
terial resources, share knowledge, new technologies and bring economic benefits. 
The relationships established by schools can help them solve emerging difficul-
ties resulting from changes in the education system. Therefore, the relationships 
may become a very important foundation for the school’s further development 
and enable it to achieve its objectives more effectively [Szymaniec-Mlicka, 2016].

Consequently, in order to achieve their goals, schools must enter into relation-
ships and, what should be emphasised, these relationships should be established 
with various stakeholders. This is due to several reasons. First, stakeholders are 
considered to be fundamental to any type of organisation [Santoro, Bertoldi, 
Giachino, Candelo, 2020], as they are people or groups of people who can have or 
have a particular impact on the success of the organisation. Here referring to em-
ployees, customers, suppliers and, more broadly, local communities. Addition-
ally, stakeholders may control or own specific resources necessary for the func-
tioning of a given organisation.

Stanisława Jung-Konstanty, Roman Dorczak, Eric Bühler



Relationship management in public education organisations 77

Second, schools have a very complex range of stakeholders, hence there is 
a need to involve not only internal but also external ones in the functioning of the 
school. Moreover, the negligence of relationships with stakeholders on the part 
of the school may lead to limited development and the inability to change and 
adapt to the requirements, expectations and pressure of the community. This is 
not only about mapping stakeholders or taking into account their interests. Some 
authors claim that the success of the entire organisation may be the result of good 
management of the relationships it creates [Penc, 2005]. They assert that main-
taining and improving relationships with stakeholders helps organisations suc-
cessfully achieve their objectives [Kożuch, 2007; Barnard, 1963]. They believe 
that relationship management considered as a continuous and long-term process 
of creating the school’s relationships with external stakeholders in a way that 
allows the parties involved to achieve their own goals will contribute to build-
ing relationships and strengthening the school’s position on the education market 
[Drapińska, 2011; Jung-Konstanty, 2023].

Stakeholder management strategies

There are many definitions of strategy in the literature. This evident diversity of 
approaches proves that this concept cannot be unambiguously defined. Defining 
it depends on the author’s approach. Sometimes it is approached as an adopted 
and applied battle strategy i.e. where military decisions need to be made [Clause-
witz, 1976] “the strategy involves creating a war plan”, and on other occasions as 
the result of a whole series of decisions, often the so-called apparent and mean-
ingless ones, but consequently having a huge impact on the functioning of the 
entire organisation [Obłój, 1998]. The strategy is also considered to be the result 
of “particular, well-thought-out actions” and “decisions made at the operational 
level” [Faulkner, Bowman, 1996]. The most frequently used definition was that 
strategy is a concept adopted by an organisation covering actions in a longer-
term horizon, taking into account expected changes in the internal and external 
environment as well as in the resources and methods of its functioning [Sudoł, 
2006]. It therefore includes, on the one hand, the choice of goals; on the other 
hand, the methods and means of action necessary to achieve the pursued objec-
tives [Sułkowski, Sokołowski, 2015].

In view of the above, there are different types of strategies in the literature. 
One of them is the strategy for managing relationships with stakeholders. The au-
thors claim that a thorough and solid stakeholder analysis will allow the develop-
ment of stakeholder management strategies that, on the one hand, will strengthen 
relationships with friends, enable getting to know foes, potential foes and neu-
trals, and, on the other hand, make friends remain friends and make neutrals and 
some foes into friends and make foes into neutrals [Ford, Peeper, Gresock, 2009].

A different perspective on defining the stakeholder management strategy was 
presented by M. Banks and D. Vera [2007]. They considered the organisation as 
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a set of contracts (agreements) between stakeholders (resource allocators) [Hill, 
Jones, 1992]. They used two research questions to diagnose the strategy. Howev-
er, they strived not only to define the strategies, but also link them with the results 
of the organisation. They suggested that stakeholder management strategies be 
synchronised with the organisation’s main strategy. During their research, they 
analysed all contracts (agreements) that they considered to be relationships with 
stakeholders, describing them in two dimensions: conducts - exploitation and 
exploration. Therefore, the so-called ex ante strategies were built based on the 
concept of exploration and exploitation using the literature related to the learn-
ing of organisation. This strategy allows us to answer the question with which 
stakeholders the organisation will enter into active relationships and how it will 
establish them response processes – proactive and reactive. The so-called ex post 
strategies are applied to already identified stakeholders and help improve both the 
financial and social results of the organisation [Banks, Vera, 2007].

This approach allowed us to identify four types of stakeholder management 
strategies:

•	 Proactive Exploiter,
•	 Proactive Explorer,
•	 Reactive Exploiter,
•	 Reactive Explorer.

Typologies of strategies that can be used for stakeholder management are illus-
trated in figure 1. The horizontal axis shows the ex ante strategy defined by the 
set of choices made by the organisation before building a relationship with 
the stakeholder. These choices are primarily related to a detailed identification 
of stakeholders in the environment. They include, among others: searching for 
potential stakeholders [Ford, Peeper, Gresock, 2009], forecasting the stakehold-
er surrounding, obtaining information about possible changes in relationships 
and proposing gradual changes (improvements) in existing relationships. Activi-
ties within this strategy (exploration and exploitation processes) are included in 
the group of learning processes (searching, collecting, processing and improving 
knowledge and skills), therefore they constitute the area of organisational learn-
ing of the organisation [Austen, Czakon, 2012; March, 1991].

The vertical axis in figure 1 describes choices that encompass a set of pro-
cesses that combine an organisation’s capabilities for stakeholder integration, in-
novation, and collaborative learning. This strategy applies after the relationship 
has been established (ex post) and can range from proactive to reactive response. 
Organisations establish many formal or informal relationships. This multiplicity 
sometimes requires organisations to use mixed strategies. When the organisa-
tion looks for new stakeholders or improves existing contracts, it implements an 
ex ante strategy, and when at the same time it introduces innovations and tight-
ens cooperation (ex post), it becomes a proactive explorer. However, if, in accor-
dance with the ex ante strategy, it conducts activities to reduce costs and maxi-
mise the value resulting from an already existing contract (ex ante), and the ex 
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post strategy consisting in implementing this contract on the basis of consistency 
and compliance, it becomes a reactive exploiter. An alternative is also a combina-
tion of the proactive exploiter and reactive explorer strategies.

Proactive

Reactive

ExplorationExploitation

Proactive
Exploiter

Proactive
Explorer

Reactive
Exploiter

Reactive
Explorer

Figure 1. Stakeholder Management Strategies 

Source: based on: Banks, Vera, 2007.

Proactive stakeholder management strategy defines choices related to stakeholder 
integration. It also involves introducing innovations and improving relationships 
through common learning. Proactive (ex post) organisations can predict prob-
lems before they appear and encourage stakeholders to create innovative solu-
tions based on trust and cooperation.

Reactive stakeholder management strategy involves a set of choices consis-
tent with law, costs, effectiveness, focused on the stakeholder and maintaining the 
status quo. Organisations operating according to this strategy respond to emerg-
ing problems, minimise expenditure on developing relationships, are limited to 
monitoring stakeholders, promote coherence of relationships and fulfil all obliga-
tions arising from concluded contracts. Researchers emphasise that the adopted 
ex post strategy allows the organisation to determine how it should respond to 
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the needs (demands) of stakeholders with limited availability of resources [Aus-
ten, Czakon, 2012].

The application of the above strategies results in stakeholder management at 
the level of the organisation’s main strategy. The use of different types of strat-
egies depends, among others, on the characteristics of relationships with stake-
holders. Organisations’ striving to achieve better financial and social results 
causes them to become both explorers and exploiters, as well as proactive and re-
active [Ford, Peeper, Gresock, 2009].

Conclusions

The above review of literature focused on importance of relations in public orga-
nizations, especially educational ones, relationship management and stakeholder 
management strategies allows us to conclude that an organisation operating in 
a very dynamic surrounding is in some ways forced to use mixed strategies to ap-
proach relationship of organization with different stakeholders. Moreover, if nec-
essary, it must be prepared for their rapid reorganisation. It is possible when peo-
ple responsible for school leadership have adequate mental resource. Schools and 
their leaders, especially public ones, lack awareness of importance of relations 
and relationship management in running schools as organizations functioning in 
complex and challenging context of contemporary world. It is therefore necessary 
important to make sure that existing and emerging school heads as leaders have 
opportunity to acquire knowledge and build awareness of relations as one of cen-
tral values in management of contemporary schools as organizations.  
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