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PREFACE

Two principles shape both the relationship between scientific institutions and scientific work itself:
competition and collaboration. On the one hand, there is competition for the best ideas and research
concepts, for the “best minds” - from the student to the senior researcher level - and the competition for
funding and reputation, for example, in the global rankings. And there is, on the other hand, the global
exchange of ideas and research results, international collaboration on study and research programmes
and the sharing of research infrastructure. Scientific progress is evidently based on the combination

of both principles.

The developments of the last decades - the increasing globalisation and interconnectedness on one side
and the growing competition of political systems on the other, as well as the enormously increased politi-
cal and economic interest in higher education and research - have led to drastic changes in terms of com-
petition and forms of cooperation amongst universities. This study is devoted to precisely these chan-

ges and examines how universities at the regional, national, and international level currently position
themselves in this sphere. There is still little empirical research on what competitive incentive structures
actually do for the successful production of relevant knowledge. This makes it even more important for
university leaders to be able to recognise the opportunities and risks of both principles and to put them
into a productive relationship for the benefit of their institutions. To this end, the study makes several
recommendations, ranging from a conscious approach to rankings to the establishment of strategically
promising collaborations.

The study was written ahead of the Global University Leaders Council Hamburg, a joint initiative of the
German Rectors’ Conference, Kérber-Stiftung, and Universitat Hamburg. In preparation for the 2023
Council, Korber-Stiftung asked Professor Peter Maassen from the University of Oslo to analyse and com-
pare how universities around the world navigate competition and collaboration. Maassen and his team
focused on the role universities define for themselves as well as on their actual practices concerning
competition and collaboration. They paid special attention to the challenges encountered by universities
and looked in detail at the situation in a variety of universities worldwide.

Peter Maassen’s study will provide the participants of the Global University Leaders Council Hamburg
with a solid base for their strategic discussions. In June 2023, around 50 university leaders from around
the world will gather in Hamburg to formulate recommendations on how universities can best navigate
competition and collaboration to provide knowledge locally, nationally, and globally for the benefit of
society.

We would like to sincerely thank Peter Maassen, Jens Jungblut, Bjern Stensaker, Rachel Griffith and
Arianna Rosso for their work. The 2023 Global University Leaders Council Hamburg will benefit from this
publication as will future readers.

Professor Dr Peter-André Alt Dr Thomas Paulsen Professor Dr Hauke Heekeren
President Member of the Executive Board President
German Rectors' Conference Korber-Stiftung Universitdt Hamburg



AT A GLANCE:

+ Competition and collaboration have always been part of academia, but traditional
forms of competition and collaboration have been transformed in recent decades.
This has led to the emergence of universities as competitors, where before the
competitors have been individual academics and countries.

« A distinction has to be made between the global competition among universities
for status, and the (mainly) national competition for resources (students,
staff, funding).

+  While some forms of competition involve risks for universities - e.g., loss of auton-
omy, weakening of status, or reduction of the capacity for primary academic tasks -
the study did not identify valid examples of competition negatively affecting univer-
sity collaborations.

« The performance of universities addressed in global rankings is based on the
assessment of the performance of individual academics. Little progress has been
made on assessing the performance of universities as organizations.

«  Global rankings have serious defects and are argued to lead to unproductive com-
petition between universities. In various countries, a global ranking fatigue can be
observed among universities.

+ New forms of strategic institutional collaborations have emerged, such as
inter-university partnerships and formal alliances. They serve multiple purposes
- e.g., increasing competitiveness, serving economic interests, reducing risks and
stimulating organizational learning - and are particularly flourishing in the area
of sustainability and climate change.

+  Universities connect new forms of competition and collaboration in an instrumental
way, but at the same time are committed to using and further developing strategic
collaborations for non-competitive purposes.

+ The instrumental use of strategic collaborations by universities to maintain (or
improve) their competitiveness is often promoted by government, for example,
through government-university performance agreements and University
Excellence programs.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Transformation of compe-
tition and collaboration in
higher education

1. Competition and collaboration have al-
ways been a crucial part of academia. Without the
competition for students, staff, money, and scien-
tific ideas and perspectives, and collaboration in
the development and delivery of study programs,
the exchange of ideas and research results, and
the sharing of infrastructure, labs and equipment,
scientific progress would not have been possible.

2. Throughout the last decades, there has
been a transformation of the traditional forms of
competition and collaboration in higher education
and research. Competition has become more in-
tense and its nature has changed, while new forms
of formal collaborations between higher education
institutions have emerged. There are a number
of factors underlying this transformation, inclu-
ding the growing policy focus of public authorities
around the world on the key role of knowledge in
innovation and economic growth. Consequently,
higher education is identified as a central sector for
enhancing the global competitiveness of national
economies with research universities as the key
knowledge institutions. For higher education to
realize its potential in the global knowledge econo-
my, governments have initiated reforms aimed at
enhancing the performance of their universities.
These reforms have strengthened institutional
autonomy, pushed for new forms of institutional

governance, leadership, and administration, and
introduced performance-based mechanisms for
the public funding of universities. Furthermore,
the public funding of research has become more
competitive and in essence driven by the per-
formance of the applying academics. As a result,
research universities have become competitors

in academia, where before the competition was

in essence a competition between academics and
between countries. Formal inter-institutional colla-
boration is also stimulated by the reforms, amongst
other things, as a means to improve the academic
performance of the participating institutions.

3. This development was made possible by
the introduction of bibliometrics and sciento-
metrics as research fields, which allowed for the
growing use of performance ratings of individual
academics and their units or teams. These metrics
and ratings also led to the development of global
university rankings, which have mushroomed sin-
ce the early 2000s. These rankings have created a
relatively stable order among research universities,
with largely the same universities in the top 40-50
of every ranking, a group of 100-150 universities
in the ‘sub-top’, and another 500 to 800 universities
eagerly trying to enhance their performance in
order to enter the ‘sub-top’. Most of these universi-
ties are located in North America, Europe and Asia,
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with the position of US universities under pressure
as a consequence of large public investments by
governments in a number of European and Asian
countries, including China.

4. Rankings are contributing to the construc-
tion of new forms of competition in academia. A
ranking defines status as something scarce: only
one university can have the highest position and the
other top positions are also scarce. Rankings direct-
ly and indirectly determine who is an appropriate
organizational actor, by including some and exclu-
ding other universities from being ranked. In a total
of 25 000 higher education institutions around the
world, those included in a global university ranking
are attributed a higher status. In addition, rankings
have instigated some cases of mergers between
institutions in order for the new university to gain a
higher position in the rankings.

5. The existence of global university rankings
is an expression of the global competition for status
as a scarce good in academia. Governments stimu-
late this competition on the assumption that the
higher the status of a university, the better it will
be able to compete successfully for highly talented
graduate students and staff, which will strengthen
the chances of the university in question to compe-
te successfully for external research funding. The
ultimate expected outcome is an enhancement of
the scientific performance of the university, which
will strengthen its capacity for contributing to its
home country’s global economic competitiveness
and status.

6. While the competition for status is global,
the competition for resources (students, staff and
funding) is in essence national. Only the small elite
of the top ranked research universities truly compe-
te globally for the most talented graduate students
and high performing academic staff. However, even
for these universities the national context is highly
important in the sense that most of their students
and staff are recruited nationally, and their public
research funding income is allocated nationally.
Therefore, the transformation of competition in
higher education consists of research universities
becoming competitors, a growing use of a variety
of competitive schemes in the allocation of public
funds by national governments, a more intense
national competition for students and staff, and a
global competition for status. In Europe, the EU has
an important supranational role in the competitive
allocation of research funding, but also here, most
public funding is allocated nationally, and nearly all
research universities compete for students and staff
mainly nationally.

7. The transformation of inter-university
collaboration is stimulated by ‘the collaboration
imperative’ referring to the current situation
in many academic fields that individual acade-
mics can no longer realize meaningful outcomes
without collaboration with colleagues within

their university, in other national institutions,

or abroad. This can be observed in the dramatic
growth in co-authored academic publications and
the growing number of international collabora-
tive research projects. In addition, collaboration
in teaching has increased, made possible by the
growing use of digital technologies.

8. The collaboration imperative has together
with new governmental policy initiatives stimula-
ted the development of new forms of inter-institu-
tional collaboration in the form of formal strategic
partnerships and alliances. While partnerships
often are bilateral, alliances are formed by mul-
tiple institutions, and they sometimes also include
non-academic private and/or public organizations
as members or associated partners. These new
forms of inter-university collaboration differ from
traditional forms in their involvement of long-term
commitment of all universities included in working
toward a long-term vision or goal that is grounded
in a common philosophy resulting in something
new. Successful formal inter-university collabo-
ration is argued to require mutual respect, trust,
openness, shared decision-making and shared risk-
taking.

9. A meta-organizational perspective can be
used for analyzing the development of new univer-
sity partnerships and alliances. Such a perspective
identifies four dimensions - coordination, conflict
resolution, commitment, and cultural characteris-
tics - that affect key features of university alliances.
A positive development of all four dimensions, and
the ways in which they are interconnected, may
lead to the institutionalization of certain practices
and ways of doing things that can be assumed to
transform an alliance or partnership into a persis-
tent and long-lasting entity.

10. A challenge in inter-university collabora-
tion is the integration of academic activities agreed
upon in university alliances and partnerships with
academic collaboration activities developed and un-
dertaken by individual academics and their teams.
These two forms of academic collaboration are
usually weakly coordinated. Therefore, university
leadership has an important role in stimulating a
better horizontal and vertical coordination in their
institution in the selection of institutional collabo-
ration partners and the introduction of incentives
for promoting the participation of academic staff
and students in formal partnerships and alliances.

11. In many countries around the world, the
government-initiated reforms of the last decades
represent the introduction or strengthening of com-
petition in systems where ‘organized competition’
was traditionally weak. This development has been
argued to lead to a global convergence of the gover-
nance, funding, and organization of higher educa-
tion in a direction that resembles the competitive
US system of higher education. However, there are
various indications that challenge this argument.



For example, OECD data shows that there is
no homogeneous global trend towards an increase
in the private contributions to higher education
funding. Furthermore, basic governance and orga-
nization features of higher education remain firmly
embedded in national legal and political contexts,
implying that the traditional diversity among higher
education systems is not diminishing.

12. At the same time, public funding priorities
and the policy instruments used to realize these
priorities have changed and seem to follow the
same reform agenda. This implies a trend from in-
put-oriented to output-oriented funding and from
central regulatory approaches treating all universi-
ties alike to decentral competitive approaches whe-
re institutional performance, strategies and profiles
play an important role in funding outcomes, stimu-
lating a more diversified higher education system.
This new public funding approach is accompanied
by and reliant on a system that explicitly measures
and evaluates university outputs, such as credit
points produced by students, the number of drop-
outs and graduates, research articles, and the
success in the external competition for
research funding.

13. The academic literature is until now mainly
focused on conceptualizing and interpreting new
forms of competition and collaboration, with relati-
vely little valid empirical evidence produced on the
effects of new forms of competition and collabora-
tion on universities, for example, the effects on the
behavior of academics and the quality of teaching
and research. At the same time, it has been argued
that the attempts to transform academic qualities
into numeric forms to measure, to compare, and
to inform decision-making, reduce the quality of
information about academic activities and run the
risk of narrowing the recognition and impact of
knowledge generated in diverse systems.

14. The changes in government policies and the
growing focus on institutional performance in pub-
lic funding require an organizational actor that can
take the responsibility for realizing the expected
changes in university organization and governan-
ce, and make sure that the university produces the
expected outcomes. Government policies refer to
universities with expectations about performance
and fulfilling society’s needs, but universities as
such are not actors. They have traditionally been
characterized by organizational features that are
shaped by academic activities, consisting of decen-
tralized, loosely coupled units, with unique ways in
organizing work and distributing authority within
the organization. In addition, the organizational
culture of the university is firmly embedded in the
principle of academic freedom and the crucial role
of self-governance for realizing the quality of aca-
demic activities required for maintaining scientific
progress. These unique features do not integrate
naturally with the notion of actorhood, which requi-
res a clear organizational identity instead of a frag-

mented academic culture, a hierarchical leadership
structure instead of self-governance, and rational
decision making instead of organized anarchy.

15. Governments assume that organizational
actorhood of universities can be developed through
enhanced institutional autonomy, creating execu-
tive leadership and management functions, and
introducing external competitive schemes. The
executive university leadership, it is argued, can
use the enhanced room to maneuver to create more
control over the academic activities and position
the university into a niche where performance and
status can be maximized. Studies show that even
though leadership functions have been strengthe-
ned and have become more hierarchical, institu-
tional autonomy enhanced, and competition for
funding intensified, institutional leadership has not
necessarily gained more control over the outcomes
of academic activities. The framework conditions
for the academic activities have changed, but this
seems to have created new horizontal and vertical
coordination problems in universities. Whether
university leaders will be able to solve these coordi-
nation problems in the long run remains to be seen.

16. The study has identified six themes in the
ways in which universities around the world naviga-
te competition and collaboration. These themes are
derived from an analysis of expressions and inten-
tions developed at the central institutional level, for
example, through institutional strategies, missions,
ambitions, and plans. In addition, we examined the
extent to which universities are involved in formal
collaboration through institutional partnerships
and alliances. We also conducted a number of inter-
views with university leaders. These themes are:

a. Changing global political landscape; this
theme has to do with the rapidly changing contexts
for higher education as a consequence of the CO-
VID-19 pandemic and growing political competition
and tensions between countries, especially in light
of the war in Ukraine. The theme refers to the cru-
cial importance for university leaders to take into
account that the rapidly changing global political
landscape runs the risk of re-emphasizing national
interests in science and changing the open global
science system into a number of loosely connected
groups of systems in countries that form a political
alliance, plus national science systems in countries
that are marginalized in the political conflicts.

b. Strategic institutional positioning; this the-
me concerns the ways in which universities inter-
pret competition and collaboration and indicate
the objectives they have in using competition and
collaboration for achieving their institutional goals.
Many universities in this study indicate that they
want to contribute to finding solutions for global
challenges, while others emphasize that they prio-
ritize their contribution to national development.

A third group consists of universities that position
themselves in local and/or national markets for stu-
dents, with an interest in contributing to the econo-
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mic competitiveness of local, regional or national
businesses.

c. Rankings, bibliometrics and ratings; this
theme reflects the current dominance of imper-
sonal references in the assessment of individual,
team, and institutional performance. This trend
makes data on performance more easily accessible
and comparable, and allows for the emergence of
a performance measurement industry, especially
with respect to global university comparisons and
rankings. At the same time, impersonal, standard-
ized performance data generally hides important
information, for example, about the context and
nature of the performance measured. Another chal-
lenge is the use of individual ratings in academia,
while in many fields collaboration is a condition for
achieving meaningful outcomes. University leaders
are aware of these challenges, but institutional
incentive schemes for enhancing performance or
premiums for rewarding performance are generally
still individually oriented and represent, for exam-
ple, changing publication strategies at individual
and organizational level, but not the group or team
level.

d. Changes in institutional collaboration; this
theme represents the development of new forms of
formal inter-university collaboration. All universi-
ties in the study present various examples of their
institutional partnerships and/or alliances in their
documents and on their websites. However, it is not
always clear how strategic these collaborations are,
how committed the participating universities are
to the collaboration, and whether they represent a
genuine move towards long-lasting collaborations
aimed at producing new outcomes. Another aspect
is the extent to which the collaborations that are
strategic and to which the institution is truly com-
mitted, are set up to gain a competitive advantage,
or whether other rationales were more important
for establishing the collaboration. Some universi-
ties have signed partnership agreements with un-
equal partners, in the sense of significantly worse
or better performing universities. The rationales
and objectives of strategic university collaborati-
ons should be a topic for future research, amongst
other things, to get a better understanding of the
multitude of motives for such collaborations. This is
recommendable in order to nuance the current do-
minant discourse about the positive impact of stra-
tegic collaborations on the global competitiveness
of universities. Another issue is that it is not clear to
what extent universities use incentives for promo-
ting participation in collaborations, for example, in
the form of salary increases, promotions, or project
funding. Finally, an issue with respect to this theme
is how universities communicate their strategic
collaborations. Overall, universities highlight the
importance of institutional collaborations in their
strategies and missions, research and education
policies, and annual reports, and indicate that they
want to further develop their strategic collabora-

tions. However, the information on the existing
collaborations is often not very clear, lacking basic
information on the rationales and expected outco-
mes of the collaborations.

e. Collaboration with non-university partners;
some of the universities in the study emphasize the
strategic importance of collaboration with private
and/or public sector partners in their strategies.
This is related to the universities’ knowledge trans-
fer ambitions, their strategic objectives to contribu-
te to the economic competitiveness of their region
and country, or their goals of contributing to social
inclusion, equal opportunities and the strengthe-
ning of democratic institutions in their society. The
importance of this type of strategic collaboration is
also reflected in governmental policies, however,
we currently know little about the intended and
realized outcomes for universities of collaboration
with non-academic partners.

f. Disciplinary diversity; this theme has to
do with the role of disciplines in competition and
collaboration. While there are important differen-
ces among disciplines when it comes to their role
in university collaboration and the extent to which
they are impacted by competitive schemes, there is
little empirical research done on the influence of
disciplines on the transformation of competition
and collaboration, nor on how this transformation
affects disciplines. Studies on evaluation in specific
disciplines show, for example, how research evalua-
tion affects the structural organization and cogni-
tive development of disciplinary research, reinfor-
cing stratification, and standardization. In addition,
transdisciplinary collaborations among individual
scientists, research teams, and universities demand
enhanced attention. Furthermore, more research is
needed to get a better understanding of the impact
of internal and external competition and strategic
institutional collaboration on the power balance
between and within disciplines.

17. The six themes give a first impression of
the ways in which universities navigate competi-
tion and collaboration. They also provide limited
insights into the impact of the transformation in
competition and collaboration on the university, for
example, on the behavior and attitudes of acade-
mics, the development of the quality of teaching
and research, and the extent to which utilitarianism
is replacing curiosity in the development of re-
search problems.

18. In addition to the six overall themes, a more
detailed examination of the strategic development
of five research intensive universities in navigating
competition and collaboration was undertaken in
the study. These examinations provide relevant in-
sights into the ways in which these universities use
collaboration to maintain or strengthen their global
competitiveness. At the same time, they show that
the growing use of strategic institutional collabora-
tions is also legitimized by other rationales than the
institution’s competitiveness, for example, the aim



to develop sustainability as a key component of the
institutional profile, and the ambition to contribute
to academic capacity building in the Global South.

19. In order to determine a way forward for
university leaders, a number of opportunities in
navigating competition and collaboration are iden-
tified in this study. To start with, the global acknow-
ledgement of the importance of sustainability and
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) provides
important opportunities for universities to break
down the zero-sum game of global university ran-
kings by contributing to a shift in institutional per-
formance assessment from using competitive indi-
cators to emphasizing collaborative achievements.
Another way forward is offered by the opportunity
to use the institutional and societal commitment
to sustainability to create a better, more effective
balance between disciplinary and inter-disciplinary
academic activities. The commitment to sustai-
nability would also allow for a more effective and
attractive way of communicating university achie-
vements. For example, instead of presenting the
places in rankings, universities could communicate
their achievements in sustainability collaborations.

20. Another way forward lies in the acknow-
ledgement of the risks involved for universities in
the competition for global status. By being aware
of these risks universities will be less inclined to
make unproductive investments, and be better able
to develop strategic instead of instrumental con-
nections between competition and collaboration.
Furthermore, the current opportunities to develop
multilateral, equal partnerships between univer-
sities in the Global North and universities in the
Global South offer another way forward. An im-
portant challenge in these partnerships is formed
by inequalities in areas such as funding, infrastruc-
ture, staff capacity, and academic career opportu-
nities. How North-South university partnerships
address these inequalities in their collaboration will
to a large extent the long-term contribution of the
partnership to academic capacity building in the
Global South.

21. Furthermore, there might be a way for-
ward for universities in navigating competition
and collaboration in the ways in which they contri-
bute to a better understanding of the positive and
negative aspects of the use of competition in higher
education and research governance. There is, for
example, a critical lack of valid empirical know-
ledge on the use of performance indicators, para-
meters and criteria in the public funding of higher
education and research. Universities can contribute
in a number of ways to a better foundation for the
understanding of the pros and cons of performance
based funding. Finally, universities should be aware
of the nature of consequences of the so-called ‘de-
sectorization’ of the public governance of higher
education and research. This concerns the ways in
which the public governance of the academic sector
decouples increasingly from the interests and spe-

cific features of the sector, amongst other things,
by shifting public funding from basic research and
general study programs, to applied and use-orien-
ted research and study programs in economically
useful areas, such as STEM. It is crucial that univer-
sities collectively communicate the importance of
maintaining, if not strengthening the involvement
of the sector in its public governance.
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CHAPTER1

Introduction

Higher education and research have undergo-
ne profound transformations in recent decades,
with long-term implications for all relevant levels
of academia. A major factor stimulating these
transformations is the increasing global demand
for research-based knowledge and for employees
with higher education qualifications. As a conse-
quence, higher education and research have ex-
perienced an unprecedented productivity growth.
Research universities are argued to be the driving
force behind the exponential growth in research
production in practically every country in the
world (Wuestman et al. 2019), while various types
of public and private higher education institu-
tions are responsible for the dramatic global
growth in the number of people with higher
education qualifications.

It is generally acknowledged that for further
advancement of scientific knowledge and the
training of a highly qualified labor force, espe-
cially in the STEM and life sciences areas, the
academic capacities of individual universities are
no longer sufficient (Bozeman and Boardman
2014). Therefore, academics, institutional leader-
ship, and public authorities have invested in the
development of formal national and international
partnerships, alliances, and networks, resulting in
a growing number of inter-institutional research

collaborations, and various types of joint education
projects. Without these collaborations the growth
of research and higher education productivity to
the level we are experiencing today would not have
been possible. Consequently, an integrated, dyna-
mic global science system has emerged (Powell
2018). High levels of public investments in faculty
positions, basic research, study places, infrastruc-
ture, and buildings played an important role in

this (Marginson 2006), as well as growing private
contributions in the form of tuition fees, public-pri-
vate R&D partnerships, and private sponsorships of
various kinds of university activities.

In this new constellation, universities have
become politically more important, but at the same
time less special (Deiaco et al. 2008: 2; Gornitz-
ka and Maassen 2014; Chou et al. 2017). ‘More
important’ meaning that higher education and
research have become more central policy areas
for public authorities, especially because of their
role in enhancing innovation and global econo-
mic competitiveness. ‘Less special’ meaning that
universities have lost their rather unique, relatively
protected policy status and are treated politically
like other public sector organizations, resulting in
a gradual ‘de-sectorization’ of the public governan-
ce of higher education and research. In practice,
this implied that the special political treatment of
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universities as a protected sector that has characte-
rized university governance since the end of WWII
has largely come to an end.

In the first decades after 1945, change and
reform in universities took place routinely and
incrementally within a rather stable institutional
framework. This situation changed in the sense
that the universities’ role as the main knowledge
institution in society has become so important that
in addition to the sector Ministry/Department and
the university representatives other political and
socio-economic stakeholders have become involved
in the public governance! of the sector. Consequent-
ly, the public governance of universities has beco-
me a multi-actor and multi-level system, involving
more stakeholders than before, and linking actors
and agencies over various governance levels. The
new governance approach implied that the univer-
sity sector became more integrated in other policy
areas, such as economic affairs, labor, business,
innovation, and technology, resulting in the boun-
daries of universities being less clearly defined. The
new approach also resulted in changes in the use of
competition and collaboration as instruments for
affecting the behavior of universities.

Forms of collaboration and competition have
always been part of the operations of universities.
However, traditional forms of inter-university col-
laboration were to a large extent based on indivi-
dual academic cooperation and consisted of many
inter-institutional agreements and Memoranda of
Understanding (MoUs). As a new development, one
can observe in many universities the introduction
of strategic institutional partnerships or alliances
with carefully selected university partners and in
some cases also non-university partners (Kosmiitz-
ky and Wohlert 2021). These new strategic colla-
borations are aimed at developing joint research
and education activities, sharing research infras-
tructure, exchanging information about innovative
practices, producing economic advantages for the
involved universities, and enhancing the status and
visibility of all partners involved. Furthermore, the
emergence of the global science system has been
accompanied by an intensification of competition
in higher education at all relevant levels in the
global science system (McKelvey and Holmén 2009).
In addition to the increase in competition, also a
change of competition has taken place with a gro-
wing focus on the performance of higher education
systems and institutions, and of individual scholars
and their academic teams or units.

An important challenge in the development
of competition and collaboration in academia is
that the patterns described above contribute to
the maintenance if not strengthening of the global
science inequities. How to create equal global uni-
versity partnerships in an unequal world? Overall,
universities from the Global South hardly profit
from the increase in competition in the global sci-

ence system and are therefore rarely considered as
attractive partner institutions for research collabo-
ration for universities in the Global North. Many
universities in the Global North address the global
science inequities in their missions and strategies?,
for example, when it comes to their ambitions

to contribute to the realization of the Sustaina-

ble Development Goals (SDGs). However, current
competition and collaboration policies and funding
schemes of governments in the Global North are in
general aimed at enhancing the academic perfor-
mance of their universities, which disallows the use
of these schemes for developing strategic partners-
hips with universities from the Global South. Conse-
quently, North-South relationships in higher educa-
tion are still primarily the domain of development
aid programs, which only rarely support research
collaboration and have therefore hardly contributed
to reducing global science inequities.

These developments have led to a growing
interest in the meaning and use of competition and
collaboration in various university settings. From
that perspective, the argument by Clark Kerr made
around 60 years ago that the traditional university
emerging in the Middle Ages in Europe is replaced
by a new type of institution, the multiversity, is
still relevant:

The University started as a single community

-a community of masters and students. It may even
be said to have had a soul in the sense of a central
animating principle. Today the large American uni-
versity is, rather, a whole series of communities and
activities held together by a common name, a com-
mon governing board, and related purposes. This
great transformation is regretted by some, accepted
by many, gloried in, as yet, by few. But it should be
understood by all. (Kerr, 1963: 1).

As a multiversity, the university is organized
into many groups and units, both academic and
administrative, which are traditionally loosely
coupled. Recent reforms have aimed at turning the
university into a more tightly coupled, strategic
organizational actor, with an executive leadership
that is expected to navigate the opportunities and
challenges attached to new forms of competition
and collaboration at their institution (Kriicken and
Meier, 2006; Musselin, 2006; Seeber, et al. 2015). A
professional administrative bureaucracy supports
the 21st century university leadership in its efforts
to steer and control the decentralized academic do-
main, which has the responsibility for dealing with
the uncertainties and complexities of producing,
certifying, applying and transferring knowledge
(Maassen 2017). How competition and collaboration



are interrelated and used in practice in universities
to effectively connect the leadership and administ-
rative structures with the academic domain, is one
of the most important questions with respect to the
functioning of the 21st century research university.
Taking the above considerations as a start-
ing-point, the underlying study has reviewed how
competition and collaboration in higher education
have been interpreted and conceptualized in the
academic literature, and how they are operationa-
lized and used in university strategies and policies.
In this report, the following issues are addressed:
a. The understanding of the principles of competi-
tion and collaboration and the relationship between
them in university contexts.
b. The definition, interpretation and measurement
of various aspects of university performance and
success, for example, through global rankings.
c. The main interpretations and the handling of
competition and collaboration by individual univer-
sities.
d. The challenges and opportunities with respect to
the further development of competition and colla-
boration at the institutional level.

Methods

In the first phase of the study an extensive literature
review has been undertaken addressing the acade-
mic and empirical understanding and interpretati-
ons of collaboration and competition in academia.
While there is broad agreement on the increase
of competition in higher education, there is less
agreement on what the enhanced competition is
about, who is competing with whom, and the im-
pact of the new forms of competition on individual
universities, for example, on the strategic responses
of university leaders, the behavior of the academic
staff, the quality of research and teaching, and the
relationship between higher education and society.
In addition, over the last 15-20 years various types
of strategic inter-university collaboration have
emerged that require new conceptualizations and
interpretations. In both competition and collabo-
ration, it can be argued that there has been a shift
from countries and individual academics that are
competing and collaborating, to universities emer-
ging as (strategic) competitors and collaborators.
The literature review allowed the study to contribu-
te to a better understanding of where we are in the
interpretation and use of competition and colla-
boration in higher education. Furthermore, while
competition and collaboration are often treated in
the academic literature and university practices as
opposing concepts, the literature review allowed us
to conceptualize the way in which they are interre-
lated and can in some respects be seen as comple-
mentary responses to various kinds of external and
internal pressures.

The empirical focus in the study has been
primarily on individual universities in their natio-

nal and international settings. For that purpose, 27
universities in 15 countries have been selected (see
appendix 1). The selected universities are located in
various parts of the world and include 8 European,
6 Asian, 4 African, 4 North American, 3 Latin Ame-
rican, and 2 Australian institutions. The following
arguments have been used in the selection of the
case universities and countries.

The European universities are located in four
countries, that is, Germany, the Netherlands, Po-
land, and the United Kingdom (UK). Germany and
the UK are two key countries in European higher
education, when it comes to size, impact and quali-
ty, output and productivity, and international attrac-
tiveness of the national universities. The Nether-
lands is one of 8 smaller countries in Northwestern
Europe which have remarkably stable and produc-
tive research universities, while Poland as a Central
and Eastern European (CEE) country has recently
introduced reforms to strengthen the international
competitiveness of its universities. In the turbu-
lent situation Europe is in at the moment, amongst
other things, as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic,
Brexit, and the war in Ukraine, the European case
offers a relevant setting for getting a better unders-
tanding of the ways in which competition and col-
laboration are used in higher education contexts,
where both the national and European level are of
relevance. The Asian universities are located in 3
countries: China, India and Japan. Japan is included
since it is the first Asian country that has developed
world class universities, and has been, until recent-
ly, the dominant university system in Asia. A go-
vernment reform in 2004 enhanced the autonomy
of the public universities, but recent studies suggest
that this enhancement has mainly been introduced
‘on paper’, while the universities’ operations have
in practice been continuously controlled in detail
by the responsible Ministry. China and India are
the two most populous countries in the world, and
have gone through rather different developments
in their higher education systems, in the sense that
China has gone through a period of rapid growth in
higher education with various government reforms
successfully enhancing the global competitiveness
of its top universities, while India has been charac-
terized by a lack of a comprehensive program of
higher education reform and as a consequence, has
been less successful in reforming its higher educa-
tion system than China.?

The African universities are located in Ghana,
South Africa and Uganda. The university system
in South Africa has the highest participation rate
of the continent, and the highest research output
(in the sense of research publications, patents and
PhD graduates). Also of importance in this is that
the developments in the South African university
sector are a central frame of reference for universi-
ty sectors in the rest of Sub-Saharan Africa. Ghana
and Uganda represent a group of African countries
where the participation rates in higher education

15 Navigating Competition and Collaboration - Chapter 1 Introduction



and the research output of its main universities
is increasing.

The North American universities include 2
institutions from Canada (Ontario) and 2 from the
US (one public and one private university). In the
US system of higher education competition has
traditionally been used more than in other higher
education systems. In addition, the US hosts still
many of the most attractive and productive univer-
sities in the world, even though overall it is losing
ground in comparison to East Asia and Western Eu-
rope.* The inclusion of Canadian/Ontarian univer-
sities allows for the analysis of relevant strategies of
universities in a national-provincial context that is
market-driven, but, at least until recently, in a more
moderate form than can be observed in the USA.
The Latin American universities are located in Chile
and Brazil. Chile has the highest GDP per capita in
Latin America and a national context that is rela-
tively strongly competition and market oriented.
Brazil, being the largest country in Latin America,
has a relatively small public university sector, with
most of the country’s students enrolled in for profit
higher education institutions. As a consequence,
the public universities of the country operate in a
highly competitive context. Finally, the inclusion of
two Australian universities is of relevance, amongst
other things, because of the strategic development
Australian universities have gone through over the
last 20-25 years, which has strengthened their glo-
bal competitiveness.®

We have analyzed how competition and colla-
boration are interpreted, and if applicable, used by
the selected universities. For this purpose, the in-
stitutional websites, relevant documents, available
studies and data have been examined, with the aim
to map and interpret the strategies these instituti-
ons have developed, adapted and implemented in
navigating competition and collaboration.

Furthermore, university leaders have been
interviewed about their institution’s navigating, that
is, interpreting and strategic handling of collabo-
ration and competition. This has produced some
insights into how university leaders contribute to
producing effective balances between collaboration
and competition in their university. The study has
produced an overview of the main themes with
respect to how collaboration and competition are
operationalized and used by universities worldwide.

Finally, the study has examined lessons learned
from the COVID-19 pandemic, for example, with
regard to the impact of the pandemic on the use of
digital technologies and the sharing of knowledge.
In addition, the impact of the pandemic on ‘North-
South’ university relationships and partnerships
is addressed.

While the starting point of the study was to
make a comprehensive analysis of all selected
universities, it became clear in the study that not
all universities are equally relevant to examine in a
study on the strategic institutional use of competi-

tion and collaboration. Given the distinction identi-
fied in the study between the global competition for
status and the national competition for resources,
in practice, only the research-intensive universities
in the study are truly involved in the global status
competition. In the part of this report that discus-
ses the use of competition and collaboration in the
strategic institutional development, we have there-
fore concentrated mainly on the selected research-
intensive universities. An overview of the strategic
use of competition and collaboration of five of these
institutions is presented in the report.

Through this study, we want to contribute to a
better understanding of the nature and practices
of competition and collaboration in academia from
a university perspective. This includes an unders-
tanding of the effectiveness and impact of different
governmental policy instruments geared towards
universities. Various types of policy instruments for
distributing funds competitively and for promoting
and supporting collaboration can be identified.
These instruments can be found in both research
and education where competitive instruments have
been complemented by more collaborative ones. In
this, it has also been of relevance to look at pro-
grams for promoting ‘excellence’ in universities,
be it national excellence initiatives or programs, or
national center of excellence programs.

The project is conceptually positioned within
a neo-institutional perspective, exploring the core
puzzle of convergence and divergence within the
university sector as an organizational field (Di-
Maggio and Powell 1983) through analyzing colla-
boration and competition facilitated by external
policy instruments and institutional policies and
strategies. Our main expectation is that processes
of institutionalization of activities linked to poli-
cy instruments in universities are dependent on
context. Thus, we expect inter-country divergence,
due to history, path-dependence, and importance of
differences in environments.

We will start with an overview of the way
in which collaboration and competition in
academia are understood and interpreted in the
research literature.



Endnotes

1

Other terms used in the academic literature for the system level public
governance of higher education are steering, coordination, public
management or control.

2

This can be illustrated by a quote from the institutional strategy of

the University of Glasgow: “Globally, we will have to use the collective
strengths of our disciplines to build coalitions, collaborations and part-
nerships to tackle the major societal challenges brought by increasing
inequality, future threats to human health, the rise of technology and
automation, and the existential threat of climate change”.

3

This can be illustrated by the number of universities from the two
countries ranked among the best universities in the world. In the 2003
version of the Academic Ranking of World Universities (ARWU), for
example, nine Chinese and three Indian universities were ranked among
the 500 best universities in the world. In 2022 there were 71 Chinese
universities ranked among the 500 best universities according to the
ARWU ranking, while only one Indian university was ranked among the
top 500. In the 2023 version of the World University Ranking of the
Times Higher, there are eleven universities from China and no universi-
ties from India ranked among the 250 best in the world.

4

In the 2003 version of the Academic Ranking of World Universities
(ARWU), for example, 58 US universities were ranked among the best
100 in the world, while in the 2022 version of the ARWU ranking 39 US
universities were placed in the top 100. In the 2023 version of the World
University Ranking of the Times Higher, there are 34 US universities
ranked among the 100 best in the world.

5

In the 2008 version of the Academic Ranking of World Universities
(ARWU) two Australian universities were placed among the 100 best in
the world, and 13 among the top 500. In the 2022 version of the ARWU
ranking seven Australian universities were among the 100 best in the
world, and 124 among the top 500. In the 2023 version of the World Uni-
versity Ranking of the Times Higher, there are seven Australian universi-
ties ranked among the 100 best in the world and 31 among the top 500.
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CHAPTER 2

Competition and

collaboration in academia

Introduction

With knowledge as its basic organizational
building material, the university has since its
origin developed unique organizational structures
and shapes that are still recognizable today in any
university around the world. Examples of these
are the organization of the academic activities in
specialized, loosely coupled academic units, such
as departments, colleges, faculties, and schools;
and the organization of the academic profession
in and around three ranks, assistant, associate and
full professor. In addition, the members of the
academic profession have been granted academic
freedom as a basic professional right. This freedom
does not exist in a vacuum, but within a specific
institutional setting: the university'. The connec-
tion between the individual academic freedom and
the institutional setting of the university is crucial
since the institutional setting has to be responsi-
ble for creating and guarding the conditions for
the individual academic freedom to be exercised
(Beaud 2022: 213). It has been argued that the idea
of the university is meaningless without academic
freedom (Jaspers and Rossman 1961), while there
is no other institution in society outside the univer-
sity where academic freedom can be exercised in a
meaningful way. As a result, institutional autono-

my is interpreted as a key condition for academic
freedom. With these special organizational fea-
tures in mind, Clark (1983: 11) has highlighted that
universities have specific organizational challenges
when it comes to performance and authority.

The organizational characteristics of the
university have played an important role in the
effective ways universities have been able to adapt
throughout their history to fundamental transfor-
mations in their societies and the world at large
(Olsen 2007: 27-28). Therefore, when discussing
how universities navigate the principles of com-
petition and collaboration nowadays, it is relevant
to take these organizational characteristics into
account. This implies that the question of how
universities navigate competition and collaboration
should be understood in relation to the overarching
question of how universities navigate the pressure
for changing basic organizational features with
keeping the structural and organizational frame-
work conditions in place that are required for con-
tinuing to be relevant to their societies as the main
institutionalized domain for the handling
of knowledge.

This overarching question is related to a gene-
ral perspective on the future of the research univer-
sity, that is, the ways in which we collaborate and
compete in academia will to a large extent determi-

19 Navigating Competition and Collaboration - Chapter 2 Competition and collaboration in academia



ne in how far our societies will be able to find and
implement solutions for current and future chal-
lenges and crises. It has been argued, for example,
that the complexity of the grand challenges facing
our societies, such as climate change and inequali-
ty, and of crises, such as the COVID-19 pandemic,
requires the research universities to change, in
order, “to become more collaborative in the face of
globalized competition between teams, organizati-
ons and countries” (Powell 2018: 5). This argument
can be illustrated by the handling of the COVID-19
pandemic. Without the competitive public funding
investments in scientific research in the relevant
academic fields over the last decades and without
the global collaboration networks of scientists that
emerged as a result of these investments, it would
not have been possible to develop effective vacci-
nes in the short time period, it took a number of
consortia in various parts of the world to produce
COVID-19 vaccines.

This general perspective also helps us to be
aware of the need to acknowledge that the inter-
pretation of the changes that are going on in uni-
versities should not be reduced to assuming that
they are caused by one dominant driver. Therefore,
it is important in the review of academic literature
on competition and collaboration in universities
to take not only the complexity of the transforma-
tion of societies into account, but also the fact that
change in universities in contemporary settings
takes place in a complex ecology of actors, proces-
ses and determinants (March 1981; Brunsson and
Olsen 1998; Gornitzka et al. 2007). This includes
acknowledging the importance of the fundamental
relationship between education and research in
universities, instead of interpretating the nature
and impact of competition and collaboration in
research separate from the nature and impact of
competition and collaboration in education.

At the same time, competition and collabo-
ration are not only intensifying and changing in
higher education, but also as important policy tools
in public governance in general. While it lies be-
yond the realm of this study to discuss the general
developments in public governance, it is important
to keep in the back of our minds that developments
in the use of competition and collaboration in other
public sectors add to the complexity that university
leaders face, amongst other things, by creating new
opportunities and challenges for their institutions.

Competition and collaboration are expected
to play a central role in shaping the further de-
velopment of the universities’ research, teaching
and learning activities, their knowledge transfer
and social engagement practices, and their inno-
vation contributions. Consequently, the growing
importance of competition and collaboration raises
important questions for universities around the
world. Universities are involved in many types of
institutional collaborations, and practically all are

member of one or more formal university associa-
tions, networks, partnerships, and alliances, while
their academic staff members are participating in
international research projects, joint degree study
programs, and a multitude of academic network
collaborations. At the same time, they compete
with other institutions nationally and internatio-
nally for students, faculty, reputation and status,
research funding, donations and other third stream
(=contract) income. This creates new opportunities,
innovative outcomes, challenges, and tensions.
With these considerations in mind, next we
will discuss the literature on competition in higher
education, followed by a review of the literature
on academic collaboration. The chapter will finish
with a reflection on how the relationship between
the two is interpreted academically.

Competition in higher education

In the academic literature, there is recently a
lot of attention for the transformation of compe-
tition in higher education. This transformation is
argued to consist, for example, of a growth in the
use of competition (Naidoo 2016), the development
of multiple competitions (Kriicken 2021), and the
emergence of universities as competitors (Musselin
2018). A closer look at the underlying arguments
reveals that growth in the use of competition has
been such that it can be referred to as a fetish, since
it is, “being trapped in a kind of magical thinking
which results in the belief that competition will
provide the solution to all the unsolved problems of
HE” (Naidoo 2016: 606). This ‘competition fetish’ is
argued to concern competition between individual
scholars for national (or supranational) competi-
tive research funding, for scientific status, and for
attractive research and teaching collaborators. In
addition, there is competition between research
universities for public government funding and glo-
bal status, the competition between private compa-
nies that are interested in the global market for on-
line educational services, and competition between
countries for influence in or even dominance of the
global science system (Powell 2018).

Kriicken (2021: 168) identifies a process in
which individual academics, university leaders
and universities are, “simultaneously embedded
in different, nested and interdependent competiti-
ons,” while Musselin (2018: 660) states that research
universities and their institutional leaders have
become competitors in a sector where until recent-
ly only (teams of) individuals and countries
were competing.

These analyses and conceptualizations of
competition refer mainly to developments in con-
tinental European universities, which have simila-
rities and differences with trends in other parts of
the world (Musselin 2018: 661). Various influential
US scholars have analyzed the transformation of



the US research university, for example, from the
perspective of the nature and impact of academic
capitalism (Slaughter and Leslie 1997; Slaughter
and Rhoades 2004), and the growing importance of
the marketplace and the subsequent commerciali-
zation of higher education (Bok, 2003; Geiger 2004,
2016). In these analyses, several developments that
have intensified competition in higher education in
the US have been identified. Bok (2003: 14-15), for
example, argued that the number of US research
universities could grow throughout the second half
of the 20th century in the competition for the dra-
matic increases in the number of college students
and in the research funding by federal authorities
and private foundations. Other developments in the
US include the increase of state government invest-
ments in science and technology in their research
universities, and the emergence of annual rankings,
which gave a boost to competition.

Comparable studies have been done in other
OECD countries. Marginson and Considine (2000)
argue, for example, that the main trend in Austra-
lian higher education during the last decades has
been that the dominant legitimating idea of the uni-
versity has changed towards the vision of a service
enterprise embedded in competitive markets. Their
interpretations are based on a three-year study of
17 Australian higher education institutions, cover-
ing about half of the Australian system (Margin-
son and Considine 2000: 12). The developments in
Australian higher education pose a relevant frame
of reference for universities in other OECD mem-
ber countries. On the one hand, it is stated that the
university reforms of the 1980s have resulted in a
public university sector populated only with large,
comprehensive, multi-campus, research institu-
tions. These public universities are still tightly
controlled by the public authorities. At the same
time, public higher education is argued to lose its
traditional monopoly in the offering of degree-gran-
ting programs in Australia. However, tight govern-
ment control and inflexible regulations hinder the
development of a more diverse public university
system, consisting of a number of research-inten-
sive universities and others using competition and
collaboration to find their own niche in the system.
On the other hand, it is argued that the emergence
of the enterprise university in Australia represents
a reshaping of institutional purposes, with the uni-
versity jeopardizes its legitimacy by losing sight of
its identity and its distinctive features, functions,
and achievements as an academic institution
(Olsen 2007: 25).

The growing use of and reliance on quantita-
tive measurements in university competition has
become a global phenomenon and is argued to
have both positive and negative consequences for
creativity and innovation in higher education and
research (Kriicken 2021). This ‘metricisation’ of
science and higher education allows for relative-

ly straightforward performance assessments and
comparisons. University rankings illustrate the
ways in which the measurement orientation has
attracted attention also outside higher education,
for example, in private sector companies that have
used quantitative indicators for developing com-
mercial ranking products, in the media that use
rankings for multiple purposes, and by students,
who feel that rankings provide them information
on the ‘value’ of study programs they might be
interested in. The performance measurement of
science and higher education through rankings and
other forms of ‘metricization’ consists in essence of
relatively straightforward assessments and compa-
risons. As Hazelkorn (2015: 9) notes, “rankings have
become an important tool for strategic positioning
and global branding”. However, while the interest
of politics and society in the performance of univer-
sities is understandable, rankings and other forms
of performance measurement can be regarded

as reductionist approaches that generally isolate
major developments in complex national and global
systems and institutions to the impact of a sing-

le variable. From that perspective, Collini (2020:
126) has asked three basic questions about global
university rankings that are crucial but difficult to
answer: 1) What do they actually provide reliable
information about? 2) Whose interest is served by
them? 3) Why do they persist even in the face of
quite devastating criticism? In reflecting on these
questions Collini identifies three serious defects

of the global rankings. The first defect has to do
with the use of quantitative indicators for mea-
suring quality, and using these measurements to
arrange universities in an ordinal ranking. In this,
various proxies must be used for what the ranking
in question claims to measure. A second defect is
the use in some rankings of one or another form of
‘reputation’. Obviously, no ‘expert respondent’ used
by rankings to make a reputation judgement can
ever have comprehensive, valid knowledge of the
all the work in his/her discipline or field. In addi-
tion, no ‘expert judgement’ can validly be converted
into a numerical scale. The third defect is that all
efforts to produce a single ordinal ranking have to
make decisions about the relative weighting to be
assigned to the different proxies measured. Howe-
ver, there is no valid, generally agreed way in which
different proxies used in a ranking can be weighed.
A final defect identified by Collini is that rankings
lead to ‘irrational’ and unproductive competition
between universities, instead of promoting collegial
and collaborative relations (Collini 2020: 126-127).

The outcomes of competition
in higher education
As a starting point, from an economic theory

perspective it can be argued that the use of compe-
tition in higher education is based on two expected
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outcomes. First, competition is expected to result
in more efficient use of resources in the form of
controlling and limiting the increase of the costs of
higher education, and second, competition is belie-
ved to encourage technological progress (Salerno
2007) and improvement of quality.

However, it has to be accepted that the increase
of competition in higher education has until now
not produced the two expected outcomes (Salerno
2007). First, there has been remarkably little tech-
nological progress in higher education because of
competition. Higher education institutions have
unique ‘production processes’, where the use of new
technologies, such as digital tools, does not imply
that the costs of education or research decrease. As
argued by Salerno (2007: 122), “as science becomes
more complex and education delivery becomes
richer, both processes demand increasingly more
resources, particularly when it comes to educa-
tion and research in STEM and life sciences”. The
intensifying and more professional and structured
use of digital technologies under the COVID-19
pandemic, was not the result of competition but of
a crisis. Before the start of the pandemic, the main
educational delivery mode in higher education was
still predominantly lecture-based. In addition, there
is still little empirical evidence for convincingly
answering the question: “Under what conditions
are markets perfect enough (few frictions, perfect
knowledge, easy entry, etc.), and oriented towards
academic quality rather than low prices, so that
competition rewards excellent research and tea-
ching and eliminate low quality?” (Olsen 2007: 36).

Second, competition has in general contributed
little to limiting the increase of the costs of hig-
her education, neither in the US higher education
system, nor elsewhere (Salerno 2007: 122). In this,
it can be argued that efficiency gains were at least
as much the result of cuts in the level of public
funding of higher education, as of the growth in
competition. In addition, most higher education
students have a clear preference for studying close
to home. Despite the growth in the absolute num-
ber of students studying abroad for a full degree,
this group remains a rather small part of the total
student population. This means that most students
recruited by universities around the world are
national students, many of whom come from the
city or region where the university at which they are
enrolled is located.

Another issue concerns the nature of the com-
petition in higher education. Very often, compe-
tition in academia takes the form of “Equal com-
petition between unequal competitors”. Even though
the number of research universities taking part in
the competition for talented students, prestige and
research funding is increasing, this does not mean
that all participants in this competition have the
same chances of success. This is caused by what
Merton (1968) has called the process of accumula-
ting advantages in research. Beerkens (2013) has

studied this process in Australia, where in 1987/88
the country’s vocational colleges were integrated
with the existing research universities in a unified
university system. Using university academic pu-
blication output and competitive research income
data, Beerkens analyzed how the traditional gap in
research output and competitive research income
between the old and new universities that existed at
the end of the 1980s, developed in the competitive
Australian university research funding system. Her
findings show that while the gap in research output
decreased?, the gap in competitive research income,
after an initial slight convergence, seemed to stabi-
lize, if not increase (Beerkens 2013: 164-165). This
means in practice that it can be assumed that the
ability for a university to attract new external com-
petitive funding for academic research is roughly
proportional to the current level of research at the
institution (Beerkens 2013: 164).

Furthermore, not all higher education instituti-
ons compete with one another in the same markets
or arenas. Here we can refer to Riesman’s idea of
academia as a snake-like academic procession,
where, "the head is often turning back upon itself
as at present, while the middle part seeks to catch
up with where the head once was" (Riesman 1956:
35) ... “and the tail of which, far from the head,
is in "torpor” (Riesman 1956: 60). Applying this
idea to today’s global higher education system, we
can identify various clusters of universities. As a
thought exercise we could, for example, identify
the following four clusters: the globally oriented
prestigious world-class universities, the sub-top of
research-intensive universities, the middle cluster
of research universities, and the remaining large
cluster of mainly teaching oriented institutions.

The most prestigious world-class universities,
who consistently take up roughly the 40-50 top pla-
ces in the global university rankings, are the truly
globally oriented universities that compete amongst
each other for status, the most talented students,
highly qualified academic staff, and professional
and highly experienced administrators, managers
and institutional leaders. The next cluster of re-
search-intensive universities could be called the
sub-top and consists of roughly 100-150 institutions.
They are in essence either one of their country’s
leading universities or among the most research-
intensive institutions in their country outside the
top group. This implies that they are in general
highly productive in many academic areas, have
the resources and leadership for making strategic
decisions and investments, but lack the framework
conditions to compete structurally with the top
universities. Therefore, the universities in this clus-
ter compete in the first place with each other for
students and highly qualified staff. An additional
competitive aim of the universities in this group is
to stay at the current status level, that is, they do not
want to fall behind and drop out of this cluster. The
next cluster could be argued to consist of research



universities that have the ambition to move to the
sub-top. These institutions often try to use competi-
tion as a way to enhance their research output and
attractiveness for academic staff and students in
such a way that they can move up the ‘ranking lad-
der’. However, the universities in this group gene-
rally have fewer high quality academic groups and
units than the universities in the sub-top, and lower
levels of external competitive research income. In
this, we can see an illustration of the Mertonian
principle of the Matthew effect referred to above:
the current level of research determines at which
level universities can be expected to compete suc-
cessfully for additional competitive funding. Still,
there is competition between the sub-top and this
cluster, and various circumstances can contribute
to universities dropping out or moving up to the
sub-top cluster. The remaining higher education in-
stitutions would form by far the largest cluster and
consist in general of teaching-oriented universities
and colleges. The recruitment of academic staff is
usually national, if not regional, and these instituti-
ons have the tendency to compete in output mar-
kets; that is, they compete intensively with other
(usually local or regional) providers for the right to
offer degrees or qualifications to local and regional
students (Winston 1999; Salerno 2007).

If one would accept the idea that it is possible
to identify these four clusters it can be argued that
the least permeable cluster boundary is between
the world-class universities and the sub-top, and
the most permeable boundary between the sub-top
and the middle cluster of research universities. We
obviously realize the lack of validity of presenting
such a simple categorization of clusters of univer-
sities without any explicit indicators. Nonethe-
less, this example helps to illustrate the point that
globally as well as nationally a large part of the
competition in higher education is a competition
between unequal competitors, while a large part of
the academic literature on competition in higher
education focuses especially on universities in what
we have identified as the cluster of world-class
universities and to some extent the sub-top cluster.
What competition means for what we have termed
the middle cluster of research universities gets less
attention in the literature, while the fourth group is
largely neglected.

Musselin (2018) has developed a thorough and
elaborated theoretical perspective on competition
in higher education by discussing and analyzing
the transformation of ‘the competitive game’ in
higher education, with a special focus on research
universities. In her work, Musselin presents two
reasons for the current interest in competition in
higher education. First, competition and compe-
titive schemes have dramatically increased in the
last decades. Second, the nature of competition has
evolved. The main arguments and interpretations of
Musselin can be regarded as an insightful example
of recent studies on higher education and science

aimed at conceptualizing the transformation of
competition in higher education. We will therefore
present here her main contributions to the unders-
tanding this transformation.

First, she points to the importance of making
a distinction between markets and competition in
higher education and argues that the concept of
markets should only be applied in higher education,
“to situations where competition and exchange are
simultaneously present” (Musselin: 658). While
such situations can be found in higher education,
especially in the US, they are in general rare. Accor-
ding to Musselin, very often the term marketization
is used in studies on higher education where in
practice only competition and not market mecha-
nisms, such as monetary exchange and pricing, are
at play. The example she presents to illustrate this
point concerns the competition for grants, that is,

“when a university competes for grants, it is engaged
in a competition for resources rather than in a mar-
ket for grants, because the sum of the obtained grant
is not a function of the match between supply and
demand. Neither the quality nor rarity of the project
impacts the grant level either. Conversely, if competi-
tion can exist without exchange, value may be attri-
buted and negotiated without relying on competitive
mechanisms” (Musselin 2018: 658-659)

Second, Musselin (2018: 660) points to the
emergence of universities and university leaders
as important participants in the competition for
prestige in higher education. This implies that in
addition to academics (individually and in groups,
units or teams) and countries, universities have
become competitors. Related to the emergence
of universities as competitors, Musselin (2018:
664) argues that competition has an impact on the
understanding of the nature of the university as
an organization. The debate on the understanding
of the organizational foundation of the university
has featured prominently in the academic studies
literature on higher education, addressing the ques-
tions whether universities are organizations, and if
so, what kind of organizations? The work of Burton
Clark played an important role in these debates,
especially his conceptualizations of the impact that
the specific features of academic activities have on
the organizational shapes and forms of universities
(Clark 1983: 11). Clark identified the specific nature
of how academic work is organized, the unique
distribution of authority in universities, and acade-
mic culture as the three elements that are respon-
sible for the special organizational features of the
university. Referring to Brunsson and Sahlin-An-
dersson’s (2000) analysis of the intended impact of
government reforms on the nature of public sector

23 Navigating Competition and Collaboration - Chapter 2 Competition and collaboration in academia



organizations, Musselin (2018: 664) concluded that
universities, “were finally transformed into orga-
nizations by public management reforms because
their boundaries were better defined, hierarchical
relationships were strengthened, and rationality
became more important in decision-making”. While
Musselin is raising the important issue of how
competition is affecting the university as an organi-
zation, her conclusion can be challenged, given that
various studies (see, e.g. Seeber et al. 2015) suggest
that the boundaries of the university have not beco-
me more clearly defined, amongst other things, as a
result of the engagement of universities in multiple
types of partnerships and networks. In addition,
while governance structures in universities have be-
come more hierarchical, the relationships between
the leadership and the academic activities have not
necessarily become more tightly coupled, amongst
other things, because of horizontal and vertical co-
ordination problems (Maassen and Stensaker 2019).
A third contribution by Musselin we want to
highlight concerns her discussion of the nature of
the competition in higher education. Building on
the work of White (1981, 1992), she argues that com-
petition in research universities is mainly a com-
petition for quality, and not a competition driven
by prices for services, or a competition driven by
signals to clients. Her main argument in this is that
students and academic staff are attracted to uni-
versities not because of the level of tuition fees for
study programs or the levels of the salaries for aca-
demic staff, nor the signals universities give to stu-
dents and staff they would like to recruit. Instead,
the argument is that students are persuaded by the
quality of a specific study program or a university,
and staff are persuaded by the quality of a depart-
ment where a position is available. Since quality is
difficult to define higher education, Musselin (2018:
666-667) sees status as a ‘proxy’ for quality, implying
that competition for quality in research universities
is in essence a competition for status. But what does
status mean in the global competition in higher
education, and what are universities competing for,
when they compete for status? What desired and
scarce good does status actually represent?
Brunsson and Wedlin (2021) have analyzed the
role and nature of status in the competition among
universities. They point, for example, to the overw-
helmingly national nature of the competition for re-
sources among universities. Only a handful US and
UK universities can be argued to compete mainly
globally for resources, staff and students. Status in
higher education, though, can be argued to have a
global spread, appeal and scope. One reason for this
is that the allocation of status among universities,
which was traditionally nationally, based on tradi-
tion, and often implicit, “is increasingly organized
on a global scale and highly visible” (Brunsson and
Wedlin 2021: 101). This implies that universities
who want to increase their status can use this orga-
nized world by trying to acquire a formal certificati-

on (or accreditation), for example, as a high per-
forming business school (Wedlin 2006), to become
a member of a prestigious alliance (or other type

of ‘meta-organization’, see: Maassen and Stensaker
2019), or to improve their institutional position in
one or more global university rankings. Especially
the second and third type of global status allocation
stimulate competition because the status they offer
can be regarded as scarce. However, “scarcity is a
necessary but not a sufficient argument for compe-
tition” (Brunsson and Wedlin 2021: 103). For global
competition to take place it is important that there
are enough universities who want to and are capa-
ble of globally competing for status. This point rela-
tes to Musselin’s argument that research-intensive
universities outside the traditionally competitive
higher education systems of the US and the UK have
become global competitors. As discussed above,
national reforms in these countries have aimed at
universities becoming ‘more complete’ (Brunsson
and Sahlin-Andersson 2000) and ‘integrated strate-
gic organizational actors’ (Kriicken and Meier 2006).
For that purpose, institutional autonomy was en-
hanced, the formal authority of university leaders
strengthened, the university bureaucracy professio-
nalized and led by managers, and the development
of institutional strategies and profiles required
(Gornitzka et al. 2017). With scarcity and organi-
zational actorhood in place, what was left was the
creation of desire within universities for the compe-
tition for status. This implies that university leaders
must convince their staff and students that rankings
matter and that there are significant benefits to be
gained from membersh