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PREFACE 

Professor Dr Peter-André Alt
President
German Rectors' Conference

Dr Thomas Paulsen
Member of the Executive Board
Körber-Stiftung 

Professor Dr Hauke Heekeren
President
Universität Hamburg

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, Körber-Stiftung, and Universität Hamburg. In preparation for the 2023 
Council, Körber-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, Bjørn 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.



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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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, 

Transformation of compe-
tition and collaboration in 
higher education

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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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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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 governance1 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 (Kosmütz-
ky and Wöhlert 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 strategies2, 
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 (Krücken 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.3  

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 
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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.4  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.5   

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 2003 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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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 university1. 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-

Competition and  
collaboration in academia

CHAPTER 2
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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 (Krücken 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).

Krücken (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 (Krücken 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 

21 Navigating Competition and Collaboration → Chapter 2 Competition and collaboration in academia



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 
decreased2, 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 
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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’ (Krücken 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 membership in a prestigious alliance 
or partnership. The creation of the organizational 
desire for status has not always been easy for uni-
versity leaders in higher education systems where 
the notion of an organized status competition is a 
new phenomenon. Why would regular staff or stu-
dents care about the position of their university in a 
global ranking, and why would they want to actively 
participate in the development and implementation 
of a joint set of activities of an alliance that they 
hardly have heard of? Brunsson and Wedlin (2021: 
106) argue that this desire is beginning to emerge 
in many research universities, and that it is used 
by university leaders to invest more structurally 
in their university’s capacity to participate in the 
global competition for status. Research universities 
are, for example, employing administrators for 
supporting the realization of the university’s ran-
king and alliance goals and ambitions, investing in 
institutional performance databases, introducing 
incentive schemes for stimulating staff and student 
participation in alliances, earmarking institutional 
funds for the implementation of alliance  
activities, etc. 

All this supports the claim that competition 
has not only become more important in higher 
education, but that a growing number of research-
intensive universities is actively participating in 



the global competition for status. However, this 
raises an important question: “What types of beha-
vior are generated by a competition for status and 
what are the possible positive or negative outco-
mes of that behavior?” (Brunsson and Wedlin 2021: 
107). Here four types of strategies can be identified 
for universities that want to use competition to 
increase their status, that is: 
1.  Improving their organization in salient criteria. 

A university that wants to improve its status 
can invest in one or more high status research 
areas, try to close down low performance   
units, or merge with a higher status institution.

2. Influencing perceptions of others about which 
group the university belongs to. 
A university that wants to improve  its status can 
become member of an alliance where the mem-
bers have a higher status than itself, or it can  
initiate partnerships with universities that have 
a higher status.

3. Influencing the status of the group to which the  
university belongs. 
A university that wants to improve its status  
can convince others that an alliance to which  
it belongs has a higher status than  
other alliances.3

4. Influencing the criteria that are used to   
allocate status. 
A university that wants to improve its status can 
try to convince the organizer of a global ranking 
to change its criteria. (Brunsson and Wedlin 
2021: 107-108). 
Furthermore, the global competition for status 

is not without risks for universities (Brunsson and 
Wedlin 2021: 108-109), for example, in the sense 
that participating in status competition can de-
crease status. Membership of an alliance does not 
guarantee high status and allowing new members 
with a lower status to participate might reduce the 
status of the whole alliance and of its members. A 
second risk is that participation in the competition 
for status can lead to adaptations of the internal 
structure of universities to the status competition 
instead of to the basic activities and tasks of the 
university. Status competition requires, for exam-
ple, hierarchical leadership structures, which might 
weaken the basic conditions for the functioning 
of units responsible for the primary activities of 
teaching and research. Another risk is that univer-
sities participating in the competition for status 
might lose part of their autonomy, for example, to 
an organization organizing a ranking or an alliance 
of which the university is a member. A fourth risk 
is that status competition comes, “at the expense 
of other, more fundamental values and purpose of 
organizations” (Brunsson and Wedlin 2021: 109). 
An ultimate risk in this is that status competition in 
higher education becomes an aim in itself, a kind 
of entertainment industry with awards, premiums, 
winners, losers, etc. While the chances for such a 
risk to become reality are very small, it is important 

to keep in the back of our minds that there exists 
already a commercial university ranking industry, 
which profits from the further development of the 
global status competition and has a clear interest in 
developing new forms of higher education competi-
tion and a larger audience for it. 

Finally, in relation to the risks discussed above, 
two reflections on the possible impact of the de-
velopment of a global status competition in higher 
education. First, the status competition essentially 
threatens the democratic, social and cultural con-
tributions of universities or their positions as the 
guardians of free inquiry and intellectual exchange 
in society, by neglecting these contributions in the 
performance criteria. Second, academic commu-
nities, like democratic communities, have prob-
lems combining excellence and equality. From an 
institutional theory perspective, it can be argued 
that there are many arguments in favor but also 
defenses against competition and against rewarding 
individual performance and superior individuals. 
This study is focused on the university level’s per-
spective on competition and collaboration, imply-
ing that we did not include the experiences and 
views of academic staff and students on the impact 
of competition in higher education. These views 
are, however, essential for understanding how the 
neglect of values and principles in the global status 
competition affects the state of play of basic values 
and rights, such as academic freedom, in academia, 
and how it influences the balance between excel-
lence and egalitarianism in research universities  
in practice.

Next, a review of the literature on collaboration 
in higher education will be presented, including a 
meta-organizational perspective for analyzing the 
development and persistence of central features of 
university alliances and partnerships.

Collaboration in higher education
 

      If competition for status is now fully global in 
higher education, so too is collaboration (Powell 
2018), as can be illustrated, for example, by the 
steadily growing number of co-authored academic 
publications over the last decades (Huang 2015). To 
get a better understanding of collaboration among 
universities one must consider its preconditions 
and potential gains for the involved institutions. 
First, the academic activities at universities are in 
essence collaborative endeavors, as study programs 
and research projects rely on collaboration, for 
example, in the form of exchanging and sharing 
knowledge between academics within and among 
universities. In addition, there is also increasing 
external demand towards collaboration. In this, 
successful collaboration projects are based on a 
common understanding and shared values, ancho-
red in universities’ long history and key institutio-
nal characteristics (Meyer et al. 2007). Over time, 
organizational structures and common beliefs have 
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spread. It can be argued that as a result, cultu-
ral scripts and organizational rules in the field of 
higher education are strong connectors that link 
organizations. When changes take place in an 
organizational field, neo-institutional theory argues 
that organizations adapt to these changes due to 
isomorphic pressures to gain legitimacy (DiMaggio 
and Powell 1983). For example, by being exposed to 
governmental policies that introduce new or adapt 
existing incentives for collaboration, universities 
must decide what this means for them and how to 
best engage with these policies and the policy ins-
truments used, given their organizational mission 
and strategies, disciplinary profiles, size, location, 
history, and socio-economic environments. 

In the academic literature the interest in in-
ter-institutional collaboration in higher education 
emerged in the 1970s especially in the USA and 
since then various terms have been used to refer to 
different forms of collaboration, such as (strategic) 
alliances, joint ventures, collaborations, partners-
hips, consortia, federations, and affiliations (Lang 
2002; Eddy 2010). As argued by Lang (2002: 153), the 
terms were used, “without precision and someti-
mes without accurate understanding”. Often, the 
different forms of collaboration were regarded as 
part of a continuum that also included inter-in-
stitutional mergers. In addition, while the terms 
collaboration and cooperation were regularly used 
as synonyms by higher education institutions for 
their relationships with other institutions, in the 
academic literature the two terms are interpreted 
as representing very different forms of collabora-
tion. Stein and Short (2001), for example, define 
cooperation as merely going along with an establis-
hed direction. In their definition, inter-institutional 
cooperation is driven by expedience, characterized 
by limited objectives, short timeframes and ag-
reements, and less commitment and risk-taking. 
Collaboration between higher education and 
institutions is, in contrast, defined as, “involving 
long-term commitment in working toward a long-
term vision or goal that is grounded in a common 
philosophy that results in something new. For that 
purpose, collaboration requires mutual respect, 
trust, openness, shared decision-making and sha-
red risk-taking” (Stein and Short 2001: 425; Coombe 
2015). These definitions capture in some respects 
the development of inter-institutional relations in 
higher education, in the sense that cooperation 
refers to traditional forms of low-commitment 
relations, while collaboration is used for the strate-
gic inter-university partnerships and alliances that 
have been established over the last decades.

Since many of the collaborations failed in the 
1990s, a number of studies tried to identify the 
reasons for this failure and the factors that influ-
ence success (‘enablers’) or failure (‘barriers’) of 
collaboration. Commonly identified barriers are, 
competing interests and expectations, inadequate 
time allocated, unsupportive or inconsistent leader-

ship, geographical distances, and incompatible and 
bureaucratic systems. The most common enablers 
mentioned are shared vision and goals or purpose, 
collegial teamwork and a commitment to collabora-
tion, effective and open communication, and trust 
(Coombe 2015: 342-343). 

The early studies on inter-university collabo-
ration were in general descriptive and lacked a 
theoretical perspective for a valid analysis of factors 
influencing the operations and outcomes of the dif-
ferent forms of collaboration in higher education. 
Studying the transformation of collaboration and 
the emergence of new types of university colla-
borations requires an analytical perspective that 
does justice to the organizational foundations and 
conditions of such collaboration. For her study of 
how university associations affect extra-organizatio-
nal boundaries, Brankovic (2018) has used a meta-
organizational perspective that is relevant as an 
analytical perspective for studying formal inter-uni-
versity alliances and partnerships. The latter types 
of ‘meta-organizations’ have less members and less 
formal membership requirements and are usually 
more dedicated to stimulating and supporting joint 
academic activities than other types of collaborati-
ons, such as university associations. How than can a 
meta-organizational perspective be used for analy-
zing formal inter-university collaboration through 
alliances and partnerships?4  

When analysing strategic university alliances 
and partnerships as an organizational form, we can 
draw on a range of insights from organizational 
and institutional theory perspectives. Universities 
have for long been recognized as organizations 
characterized by formal structures and rules, as 
well as informal rules and norms for organizing 
academic and cultural relations (Maassen and 
Olsen 2007). University alliances and partnerships 
can be expected to be carriers of much of the same 
cultural heritage, norms and values as their mem-
ber universities, representing an important cultural 
side of building a formal collaborative relation-
ship. Establishing strategic university alliances 
and partnerships also implies the formation of a 
new organizational form with formal structures 
and decision-making bodies, which suggests that 
a meta-organization perspective offers a valid and 
appropriate analytical lens for studying the promi-
ses and dangers of these forms of inter-university 
collaborations (Ahrne and Brunsson 2005, 2008). 

Meta-organizations are special kinds of or-
ganizations characterized by the fact that other 
organizations, and not individuals, make up the 
membership. From a meta-organizational perspec-
tive, university alliances and partnerships can be 
interpreted as organizations that are trying to exer-
cise control over parts of their own environment 
by turning part of their environment into an orga-
nizational form (Ahrne and Brunsson 2005: 447). 
At the same time, while member universities in an 
alliance or partnership will have specific characte-



ristics in terms of status, disciplinary composition, 
historical legacy, (staff and student) population, 
research output or budgetary situation, these cha-
racteristics may not automatically be transferred 
to the alliance or partnership they are member of. 
Meta-organizations can be considered as potentially 
weakly integrated organizations in that members 
are expected to be equal, implying that no member 
is above another in hierarchical terms and con-
sensus may be needed for agreeing on important 
decisions (Ahrne and Brunsson 2008; Torfing 2012). 
Therefore, it should not be assumed that strategic 
university alliances and partnerships are fast-mo-
ving entities and that joint decisions are always 
embedded effectively in the individual member 
universities. Overall, the development of strategic 
university collaborations and the actions taken by 
their members are often co-constitutive – they set 
the conditions of possibility for each other (Owen-
Smith and Powell 2008: 618). University alliances 
and partnerships may incorporate both interesting 
dynamics and more predictable incrementalism, 
for example, due to differences in the legal status of 
individual member universities.

University alliances and partnerships have the 
potential to form new institutional logics within the 
field of higher education (Thornton et al. 2012). The 
kind of ‘logics’ that dominate can be expected to dif-
fer from alliance to alliance, due to political, legal, 
and economic varieties among the home countries 
of the member universities (Gornitzka and Maassen 
2014). The establishment of university alliances and 
partnerships has previously also been explained 
with reference to other rationales, for example, 
the belief that strategic collaborations serve the 
involved universities’ economic interests (Beerkens 
2004). Furthermore, it has been argued that they 
reduce risks or promote organizational learning 
among the participating institutions (Inkpen and 
Tsang 2007; Stensaker 2018)

To take advantage of the multitude of opportu-
nities offered by alliances and partnerships is still 
challenging as these types of institutional collabo-
rations also imply a form of internal competition 
(Inkpen and Tsang 2007: 493). This incorporates the 
risk of one member university opportunistically 
exploiting the knowledge and assets of others in 
such collaborations. To make matters more com-
plicated, organizations are usually embedded in a 
broader web of formal and informal networks and 
links, making it a challenging task to assess and 
identify what collaborations should be prioritized 
and which partner universities should be engaged 
with (Vukasovic and Stensaker 2018).

The level of trust established within an alliance 
or partnership is often considered a key factor in 
explaining why the members share information, 
commit themselves, and engage in deep collaborati-
ons (Muthusamy and White 2005). For some colla-
borations, already existing trust-based relationships 
might have formed the foundation for the foundati-

on of a new alliance or partnership. For others, the 
initial period of the collaboration needs to be used 
for building trust as a distinguishing feature that 
might create strong ties between the member uni-
versities and allow for new knowledge to be created 
(Vedres and Stark 2010: 1183). While trust can be 
said to be a basic condition for such persistence 
(Maassen and Stensaker 2022), research on inter-or-
ganizational relations has demonstrated that there 
are a number of potential factors that can influence 
the life-span of a meta-organization, including the 
ways knowledge within an alliance or partnership is 
shared, the type of knowledge it possesses, alliance 
or partnership characteristics, and cultural factors 
(Inkpen and Tsang 2007; van Wijk et al. 2008).

Four dimensions (coordination, conflict reso-
lution, commitment, and cultural characteristics) 
can be identified, which can be assumed to affect 
key features of university alliances and partners-
hips. All four dimensions – and the possible ways in 
which they are mixed – may lead to the institutiona-
lization of new practices and ways of doing things 
that may transform an alliance or partnership into 
a persistent and long-lasting entity.

The degree of organizational coordination provi-
des information on the potential a given university 
alliance or partnership may have for consistent per-
formance over time. Organizational coordination 
can take place in various ways, from developing 
more loose internal networks to the establishment 
of a formal organization (Owen-Smith & Powell 
2008; Torfing 2012). Coordination can also take pla-
ce through the development of standards and rules, 
which over time become accepted as guidelines 
for organizational action (Brunsson and Jacobsson 
2000). To establish various types of internal coordi-
nation mechanisms may in this respect signal an 
interest in aligning the different governance traditi-
ons of the member universities (Ahrne and Bruns-
son 2008). Characteristics of the persons selected to 
handle coordination issues are also of importance. 
While professional administrators are carriers of 
in-depth expertise in specific areas, they regularly 
struggle with seeing problems from a more holistic 
perspective. The academic leadership, on the other 
hand, might have more holistic perspectives, but 
lack in general the in-depth expertise necessary to 
find practical solutions (Hustedt and Danken 2017).   

University alliances and partnerships also need 
mechanisms for conflict resolution. As members 
may have different interests and preferences on 
various issues, agreeing upon rules and procedures 
for solving conflicts can be seen as a mechanism for 
securing the persistence of an alliance or partner-
ship. The relatively weak central authority found 
in most meta-organizations may pave way for two 
types of conflict resolution: voting or consensus-
oriented practices (Ahrne and Brunsson 2005: 
441). While voting mechanisms may allow quick 
solutions, this is also a mechanism that may have a 
potential negative impact on the alliance or part-
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nership, especially if some members always find 
themselves on the losing side. Consensus-oriented 
conflict mechanisms may be quite slow, but they 
have at the same time the potential of strengthe-
ning the cultural bonds and trust between the 
members (Vedres and Stark 2010).   

Whether university alliances and partnerships 
are ultimately persistent is also dependent on the 
commitment of its members (Ahrne and Brunsson 
2008). For alliances and partnerships with external 
funding, there is a risk that the commitment to 
engage in the collaboration will be reduced if the 
funding stops (Beerkens 2004), or when an attracti-
ve alternative to the current alliance or partnership 
emerges (Ahrne and Brunsson 2005). Justifications 
that match the identity of the members could be an 
indication of more long-term commitment (Bol-
tanski and Thèvenot 1991). 

Cultural characteristics may also affect the per-
sistence of university alliances and partnerships 
(Muthusamy and White, 2005). Such characteristics 
are related to whether the members of an alliance 
or partnership share similar norms and values, 
have similar historical trajectories, and find an 
effective balance between integrating into in a new 
collaboration and preserving their historical institu-
tional identity (Labianca et al., 2001). If new practi-
ces and processes in an alliance or partnership de-
viate too much from existing ways of doing things, 
individual members may find it easier to withdraw 
from the collaboration or to be less engaged in joint 
activities (van Wijk et al. 2008).  

The four dimensions identified should not be 
seen as mutually exclusive. Studies have shown that 
factors related to culture and identity may have 
implications for the governance arrangements esta-
blished (Beagles 2022), and that formal governance 
designs indeed affect the cultural practices that are 
developed over time (Hustedt and Danken 2017).

While university partnerships and alliances are 
in general initiated by one or more of the partici-
pating institutions and self-funded, a new program 
introduced by the European Union in 2019, called 
European University Initiative (EUI), has led to the 
establishment of formal inter-university alliances 
that are selected and funded by the EU through 
an EUI call for applications. The suggestion of a 
stronger, more integrated form of collaboration 
between higher education institutions in Europe 
was introduced in a speech by President Macron in 
2017. This basic idea was operationalized in the EUI 
program, which has two main components. First, 
each selected European University alliance should 
promote European values and identity. In addition, 
all selected alliances should contribute to the “quali-
ty, performance, attractiveness and international 
competitiveness of European higher education 
institutions and contributing to the European know-
ledge economy, employment, culture and welfare 
by making best use of innovative pedagogies and 
striving to make the knowledge triangle” (Eras-

mus+ programme guide 2019)5. The involved higher 
education institutions are required to organize 
50% student mobility as a standard feature and to 
develop joint study programs. In addition to joint 
educational activities, the alliances selected are 
also stimulated to develop joint research activities 
and contribute with associate partners to economic 
and social innovation in the regions of the member 
universities. Another requirement is that each alli-
ance must be composed of institutions from various 
European regions, implying in practice that each 
alliance needs to have at least one member univer-
sity from Central and Eastern Europe, and one from 
Southern Europe. There are currently 44 European 
University alliances made up of in total around 340 
higher education institutions from 31 countries. 

While the EUI program is still in a relatively 
early stage of its development, the relatively large 
number of alliances selected give the opportunity 
for comparatively monitoring their development. 
Already one can identify that there are differences 
in the internal organization and governance of the-
se alliances (Maassen et al. 2022). In addition, there 
are differences in the extent to which the alliances 
develop joint research activities, collaborate with 
associated partners on innovation projects, and 
integrate universities from outside Europe in their 
alliance. Furthermore, a number of alliances has 
already decided to move in the direction of establis-
hing their alliance as an independent association or 
foundation with its own legal status. 

The interest of higher education institutions 
from all regions of Europe for the EUI program is 
larger than initially expected. Especially universities 
from Central and Eastern Europe have indicated 
that a key motivation for joining a European Univer-
sity alliance is the assumption that membership of 
an alliance will allow them to enhance their institu-
tional academic performance, thereby emphasizing 
the competitive advantage they expect the alliance 
to offer them. This relates to the European Union’s 
vision on the future prosperity of Europe as a who-
le, with respect to which universities are expected 
to play an important role. In this, an assumption is 
that European University alliances will indeed allow 
‘low performing universities’ to profit from alli-
ance membership by strengthening their academic 
performance, which subsequently will allow these 
universities to play a more important role in the so-
cio-economic development of their region. Whether 
this will be realized remains to be seen, but the EU 
is also through other programs earmarking funds 
for supporting collaborations between universities 
in the economically and scientifically strongest EU 
Member States with universities in the economi-
cally less well-performing Member States. If these 
investments should indeed contribute to a more 
equal economic and scientific development of the 
EU Member States, the EUI program might become 
a relevant frame of reference for regional develop-
ment policies in other regions and countries. 



The importance of university collaboration can 
be illustrated by the impact of Brexit on research 
funding of top universities in the UK, and the at-
tractiveness of UK universities for EU students. At 
the beginning of 2023, the UK’s associate members-
hip of the EU’s research funding program Hori-
zon Europe was not yet ratified and consequently 
academic staff of UK universities were not eligible 
to receive research grants from the EU program. 
For the University of Cambridge this implied that 
it received no research funds from the EU in 2021 
and 2022 compared to the £62 million it received on 
average annually in the five years before 2021. For 
the University of Oxford, the figures are receiving 
in total £2 million in 2021 and 2022, compared to 
£67 million annually in 2016-2021. However, it is 
not only the reduction in research funding through 
which Brexit affects these and other UK universi-
ties, but also through the impact on academic staff. 
For example, one in eight grant holders of a pres-
tigious grant from the European Research Council 
(ERC) employed by UK universities has left their in-
stitution for a position outside the UK since 1 Janua-
ry 2021. In addition, not being eligible for receiving 
Horizon Europe research funding also implies that 
the chances of collaborating with researchers from 
EU countries is seriously reduced, which makes UK 
universities in general less attractive for non-EU 
scholars. Brexit also has an impact on student en-
rolment with the number of EU students enrolling 
at UK universities having dropped by more than 
50% since the beginning of Brexit.6   

Relationship between competition  
and collaboration in higher education

Since the emergence of the research university 
at the beginning of the 19th century, academia is 
characterized by competition on the one side about 
scientific ideas and breakthroughs, and scientists’ 
scholarly reputations, and on the other hand about 
resources (students, staff, and funding). The scien-
tific competition was individual and international7, 
while the competition for resources was national, 
and concerned both individual academics and their 
institutions. At the same time, scientific progress 
was dependent on the distribution and exchan-
ging of ideas, research findings, and pedagogical 
innovations, and on collaboration in teaching and 
research, e.g., through joint research projects, the 
sharing of research infrastructure, guest lectures-
hips, and jointly developing disciplinary textbooks. 
This scientific collaboration was international and 
national, and was mainly individually driven. These 
traditional forms of scientific competition and 
collaboration were also closely interrelated. With 
whom an academic decided to collaborate was a 
choice determined, amongst other things, by the 
expectations of the desired outcomes of the collabo-
ration, whether in the form of scientific advantages 
or findings, theoretical developments, or enhan-

ced attractiveness of study programs for talented 
students. Internal and external collaborators were 
also potential competitors, and successful academic 
collaborations could therefore develop into intense 
competitions for funding, graduate students, junior 
staff, and reputation. 

As discussed in the previous sections, there has 
been a worldwide transformation of competition 
and collaboration in academia. National competi-
tion for resources has intensified because of a gro-
wing reliance of national governments on competi-
tion as a tool for enhancing academic performance. 
At the same time, in the scientific competition that 
developed from international to global, research 
universities have emerged as competitors, driven 
by national governments’ increased interest in the 
comparative performance of their universities and 
the academics employed by them. This interest was 
linked to the policy idea that intensifying competiti-
on will improve the performance is universities and 
individual academics and their groups. An example 
is the introduction of university excellence poli-
cies and programs in various countries, including 
Germany, Finland, Poland, and China. A factor that 
made this development possible is the introduc-
tion of bibliometrics, the replacement of personal 
assessments of academic performance by imperso-
nal quantitative ratings, and the growing popularity 
and use of global university rankings. 

As argued by various scholars (e.g., Musselin 
2018; Brunsson and Wedlin 2021; Krücken 2021), the 
new global scientific competition is a competition 
for status, or as Musselin (2018) argues, a competi-
tion for quality, with status as a ‘proxy’ for quality. 
Only a few research-intensive universities, cover-
ing the top positions in global university rankings, 
compete structurally at a global level for resources 
(especially highly esteemed scholars, and the best 
graduate students, as well as private research fun-
ding and undergraduate tuition fees), but even for 
these institutions the national context still forms a 
very important competitive arena for funding, staff, 
and students. 

The transformation of competition and collabo-
ration and the ways in which they are related have 
also an impact on the competitive and collaborative 
behavior of research universities as new competi-
tors. According to Musselin (2018: 672), competition 
among research universities gives a new impetus to 
classifications in higher education by incentivizing 
inter-university collaboration in the form of allian-
ces of research universities. These classifications 
are based on the consideration that the participa-
ting universities belong to the same category of 
institutions and should network, share information, 
and develop relationships with one another. In ad-
dition, as discussed in the previous section, these 
partnerships or alliances of competitors have yiel-
ded new forms of collaboration and common social 
norms among their members.

The relationship between new forms of compe-
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tition and collaboration is also visible in the orga-
nization of the university bureaucracy, where new 
positions and units have been established for sup-
porting the functioning of university partnerships 
and alliances, and assisting the institutional leader-
ship in its decisions and actions for enhancing their 
university’s competitive strength and effectiveness. 

Endnotes
1 
The term university refers here to any type of higher education institution 
with a formal status in a national higher education system.

2  
In her analysis, Beerkens (2013: 165) did not take into account the pos-
sible difference in quality in the research output of the new universities 
compared to the output of the old universities.

3  
This can be illustrated by the efforts of members of European University 
alliances in certain countries to promote these alliances as more presti-
gious than other alliances.

4 
This discussion of a meta-organizational perspectives on university 
alliances is based on: Maassen, Stensaker & Rosso (2022).

5 
See: https://education.ec.europa.eu/education-levels/higher-education/
european-universities-initiative

6 
See: https://www.theguardian.com/education/2023/feb/04/brexit-caus-
es-collapse-in-european-research-funding-for-oxbridge-universities

7 
The term international is used here, since the number of advanced na-
tional science systems was until recently limited and the scientific com-
petition could therefore not be interpreted as global. The emergence of 
the global science system, with practically every country contributing 
to global knowledge production, is a relatively recent phenomenon 
(Wuestman et al. 2019).



How is the transformation of collaboration 
and competition in academia addressed in and 
affected by higher education and science policies? 
An important reference point highlighted by many 
scholars is formed by the dramatic expansion of 
higher education and science since the end of 
WWII, starting in the US in the 1950s, followed in 
later decades by the rest of the world, including 
most recently in many African countries (Scho-
fer and Meyer 2005; Mouton and Blanckenberg, 
2018). A relevant feature of this expansion is that 
higher education and science have become inter-
dependent institutions in knowledge societies. In 
addition, some scholars argue that the traditional 
boundaries between higher education, science 
and society are gradually fading. New partnerships 
emerge and new models have been introduced to 
conceptualize these partnerships, such as triple 
helix; mode 1 – mode 2; and Pasteur’s quadrant 
(Etzkowitz and Leydesdorff 1995, 2000; Gibbons et 
al. 1994; Nowotny et al. 2001; Stokes 1997).

The expansion in student numbers, faculty 
positions, administrative capacity, number of hig-
her education institutions, and range of activities, 
including knowledge transfer to society, led to an 
inflation-plus growth in costs, which ultimately 
resulted in governments around the world being 
unable to continue covering most of the costs of 

higher education through public revenues. Conse-
quently, alternative approaches to governing and 
funding higher education and research were intro-
duced, with New Public Management (NPM) emer-
ging as a dominant approach in the OECD member 
countries. NPM refers to a set of ideas underlying 
public sector reforms aimed at addressing public 
governance problems and challenges that emerged 
in the 1960s and 1970s. These include the growing 
complexity and size of society, increasing fiscal 
deficits, a reduced faith in the quality of govern-
ment, and the demand for better quality of public 
services (Peters 2001). Central mechanisms of NPM 
are the reliance on market forces and the use of 
business practices and values in public governan-
ce, and a focus on sector outcomes and perfor-
mance and public interests, instead of on input and 
sector interests. Brunsson and Sahlin-Andersson 
(2000) have argued that the NPM-inspired reforms 
aimed at turning public sector organizations, such 
as research universities, into more complete or-
ganizations. As discussed in the previous chapter, 
this implied that universities were stimulated to 
introduce hierarchical leadership and governance 
structure, should strengthen their organizational 
identity, and were expected to become more ratio-
nal in their decision-making. This organizational 
actorhood idea (Krücken and Meier 2006) implied 

Higher education policies and 
competition and collaboration

CHAPTER 3
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that university leadership was becoming respon-
sible for improving the institutional performance 
via a stronger control over the academic activities. 
As a result of the development of bibliometrics and 
scientometrics, this performance could be mea-
sured through quantitative metrics and ratings, 
which was assumed to give the leadership a tool for 
gaining greater control over the traditional acade-
mic autonomy of the academic staff and allow the 
university to participate in the global competition 
for status: the better the performance ratings and 
metrics of its academic staff, the higher the posi-
tion of the university in the global rankings.  

NPM ideas have been used in university re-
forms especially in OECD countries but have also 
affected reform agendas in medium- and low-in-
come countries (Peters 2001; Broucker and De Wit 
2015). These NPM inspired reforms led, amongst 
other things, to the strengthening of competition 
in higher education systems where competition 
was traditionally weak. This is clearly visible in the 
public funding of higher education, where perfor-
mance-oriented components have been introduced 
in many countries around the world. 

In the next section the impact of these NPM 
inspired university reforms on the public funding  
of higher education will be discussed. 

Trends in the public  
funding of higher education

In the 1980s and early 1990s, there was a wide-
spread assumption that higher education reforms 
would lead to a global convergence in institutional 
governance, organization and funding. This was ba-
sed on the argument that global norms affect states 
and institutions resulting in the homogenization of 

cultures and organizations around the world (Rami-
rez and Meyer 1980; Meyer et al. 1997). In recent ye-
ars, however, there is a growing acknowledgement 
of continued divergence rather than convergence 
among national higher education systems. This is 
illustrated in table 1 which shows that basic fea-
tures of the funding of higher education are more 
stable than previously assumed and do not repre-
sent a significant trend towards privatization and 
marketization principles. While private expenditure 
as percentage of the total expenditure on higher 
education has increased over the period 2000-2019 
in some countries, such as the UK, Australia, Mexi-
co, and Austria, it remained rather static in others, 
such as Finland, Iceland, and the Netherlands, or 
even decreased in a number of countries (Poland, 
South Korea, and Chile). 

At the same time, even if the share of public ex-
penditure on higher education has been rather sta-
ble in most countries, there is evidence that public 
funding priorities have been changed. Over the last 
decade, more emphasis has been given to interdi-
sciplinary and applied research as well as commer-
cialized research and patenting. Furthermore, in 
these new forms of funding, competition between 
universities, and between the universities and other 
entities, such as research institutes, has become 
a more central element. Public funding of higher 
education and research is a national competence, 
and the changes referred to take place in a variety 
of forms in national public funding mechanisms.

In Figure 1, four types of public funding 
systems for higher education and research are 
presented based on two dimensions, input versus 
output orientation in funding, and centralized ver-
sus decentralized approaches to funding. In recent 
decades there has been a trend from input oriented 

(Source: Jongbloed & Vossensteyn 2016)

Figure 1:
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COUNTRY 2000 2007 2013 2016 2020

United Kingdom* 32.3 64.2 42.7 71.4 72.6

Australia 50.4 55.7 57.5 62.1 66.3

United States 68.9 67.4 63.7 64.7 64.3

South Korea 76.7 79.3 67.5 63.8 61.7

Chile 80.5 85.6 62.5 67.5 61.1

Israel 43.5 48.4 49.7 41.6 47.5

Canada 39.0 43.4 n/a 50.6 46.3

Mexico 20.6 28.6 32.2 29.1 44.1

New Zealand - 34.3 48.1 48.4 42.0

Italy 22.5 30.1 32.8 35.3 36.6

Spain 25.6 21.0 30.7 31.7 33.1

OECD average 23.4 30.9 n/a 30.1 30.8

Portugal 7.5 30.0 41.9 31.5 30.7

Netherlands 23.5 28.5 29.7 29.2 28.3

Slovak Republic 8.8 23.8 24.5 19.7 27.3

Ireland 20.8 14.6 22.3 26.3 26.6

France 15.6 15.5 21.1 20.3 22.5

Poland 33.4 28.5 19.6 16.1 18.5

Germany 11.8 15.3 14.4 15.2 16.8

Czech Republic 14.6 16.2 23.0 19.9 16.6

Belgium 8.5 9.7 10.7 14.2 12.5

Sweden 8.7 10.7 10.5 11.2 12.0

Austria 3.7 14.6 5.4 6.2 11.0

Iceland 8.2 9.0 8.8 8.2 7.7

Norway 3.7 n/a 4.0 5.9 6.1

Finland 2.8 4.3 3.9 3.4 4.2

Table 1: Private expenditure on higher education in selected OECD countries,  
as percentage of total higher education expenditure (2000-2020)

Source: OECD (2022); see also Capano & Jarvis (2020)

* The figures presented in this table are derived from the OECD data basis. While the Education at a Glance reports make a distinction between UK (England) 
and UK (Scotland), the data basis that we used does not make this distinction, and includes data on the United Kingdom. (see: doi: 10.1787/a3523185-en).
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funding through centrally government regulation 
to outcome oriented approaches in public funding 
using decentralized approaches through market 
interactions. In figure 1, this is presented as a trend 
from quadrant Q1 to Q3. This implies a shift from 
an orientation on inputs of higher education to an 
emphasis on outcomes, and a shift from centrali-
sed approaches where all institutions are treated 
equally, to a more decentralised approach where 
competition plays a much more important role. 
The main trend in the public funding of higher 
education represents a shift towards performance-
based funding of higher education, and a growing 
reliance on cost sharing between students and 
taxpayers implying the introduction of or increase 
of the level of existing tuition fees (Jongbloed and 
Vossensteyn 2016). 

Overall, public funding arrangements for 
higher education and research nowadays include 
a larger share of competitive project funding. The 
introduction of performance-based components in 
the public funding of higher education and re-
search may be regarded as a complementary policy 
tool aimed at stimulating the use of public funding 
for the production of needs-based outcomes, that 
is, politically prioritized and preferred outcomes. At 
the same time, there is a great variety among count-
ries when it comes to the design and use of per-
formance-based funding (PBF) systems in higher 
education. The varieties concern first the share of 
the performance-based component of the total level 
of public funding, second the use of performance 
agreements between the public authorities and the 
higher education institutions, and third, the perfor-
mance a government wants to improve through the 
use of a PBF system. 

A study by the Dutch Center for Higher Educa-
tion Policy Studies (CHEPS) (De Boer et al. 2015) on 
performance-based funding of 9 European and 3 US 
state higher education systems (Louisiana, South 
Carolina, and Tennessee), plus the higher education 
systems of Australia and Hongkong, shows the fol-
lowing varieties of the use of performance indica-
tors in the public funding of higher education: 

Frequently used performance indicators include:
• Number of Bachelor and Master graduates 

/ degrees: Austria, Finland, Netherlands, 
German states (North-Rhine Westphalia 
and Thuringia), and Tennessee.

• Number of exams passed, or credits earned 
by students: Austria, Denmark, Finland, 
Tennessee, Louisiana, South Carolina.

• Number of students from underrepresen-
ted groups: Australia, Ireland, the German 
state of Thuringia, Tennessee.

• Study duration: Austria, Denmark, the Net-
herlands, Tennessee.

• Number of PhD graduates: Australia, Den-
mark, Finland, Thuringia, Netherlands.

• Research productivity: Australia, Denmark, 

Finland, United Kingdom (England, Scotland).
• Research performance in terms of winning 

(research council) contracts: Australia, 
Finland, Hong Kong, Ireland,  
Scotland, Tennessee.

• Third party income: Australia, Denmark, 
Finland, the German states of North-Rhine 
Westphalia and Thuringia, Hong Kong. 

• Revenues from knowledge transfers: Aus-
tralia, Austria, Scotland. 

Less frequently used performance  
indicators include:

• Internationalization (students or  
staff): Finland.

• Quality of education based on student  
surveys: Finland, Tennessee.

• Employability indicators, for example, the 
number of employed graduates: Finland.

• Research quality: Hong Kong, United King-
dom (England, Scotland) 

A recent study showed undertaken by CHEPS 
in Europe shows that in most European higher 
education systems some type of PBF model is used 
in the public funding of higher education. Accor-
ding to this study, the use of PBF can have a positive 
impact, but also unintended consequences. Among 
the latter are the impact on academics’ publication 
behavior in the sense of incentivizing quantity over 
quality of academic publications, and publishing in 
English rather than publishing in the native langua-
ge. Other unintended consequences are the need 
for increased administrative capacity at universities 
for satisfying accountability regulations and hand-
ling the complexity of PBF arrangements. Further-
more, at the system level, the best performing and 
best-funded institutions generally profit more from 
PBF than the rest of the system (Jongbloed and de 
Gayardon 2023).  

Recent studies of PBF systems in US states indi-
cate that in some states PBF is used for improving 
the study success and graduation rates of minority 
students. In line with the European experiences, 
these studies show that PBF models often have a 
different effect than expected. For example, various 
studies show that PBF 2.01 had small or no effects 
on degree completion in Tennessee and Ohio (Hill-
man et al. 2018; Ward & Ost 2021; Chan et al. 2022). 

In Canada, Ontario is the first province to 
introduce PBF, taking effect in 2022/23, with 60 
percent of provincial funding for higher education 
to be allocated through PBF by 2024-2025. Among 
the critics to the use of PBF in Ontario a major 
argument is that it only values the contributions 
of the province’s higher education institutions to 
the economy and neglects other contributions to 
the society. In addition, it is argued that it will not 
impact higher education in the intended way, since 
there are a number of ways to ‘tweak and game 
the PBF system’ (Peters 20212). Furthermore, even 
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though in the end 60% of the annual public funding 
of higher education will be distributed through 
PBF, the possible impact in practice will be limi-
ted, since provincial funding accounts for only 25 
percent of total revenues for universities and col-
leges in Ontario, and in practice it is suggested that 
at maximum around 1.3% of provincial funding 
would be at stake  
for universities.3 

According to Jongbloed and de Gayardon 
(2023), one reason for the unintended effects of 
PBF models is that public authorities in general 
lack a valid, research/evaluation-based unders-
tanding of PBF models. Therefore, they make the 
following recommendations to governments who 
use or intend to use PBF models for their higher 
education institutions:

• Before implementing or reforming a PBF 
system, the responsible authorities should 
set out the performance/broad goals that 
they aim to achieve with PBF. 

• PBF systems need to be based on SMART 
(specific, measurable, achievable, rele-
vant, and time-bound) performance mea-
surement systems. 

• PBF systems need to be designed in colla-
boration with stakeholders in the higher 
education sector. 

• Funding authorities should carefully con-
sider attributing a relatively high share of 
core funding to measures of performance. 

• Universities should have some degree of 
choice and flexibility within the PBF sys-
tem and associated indicators/objectives 
to express their individual missions and 
ambitions (Jongbloed and de Gayardon 
2023: 2).

Another factor that contributes to the com-
plexity of understanding the impact of the use of 
PBF models in higher education funding is that 
there is a large variety in the ways in which PBF 
is designed, shaped, and implemented by public 
authorities. Furthermore, the causality question 
is of relevance, in the sense that the performance 
of a higher education institutions is impacted  
by many factors within and beyond the  
funding system.

Performance evaluation  
as a governance tool

One of the areas where competition has beco-
me more important is in the race for scientific pro-
gress and breakthroughs, where difficult choices 
are necessary. Formal evaluations, performance 
measures, and comparative indicators are continu-
ously generated to support these choices. Although 
imperfect proxies, they have become the basis for 
political, institutional, research team, and indivi-
dual academic decision-making. Simultaneously, 
collaboration across institutional, disciplinary, 

organizational, and cultural boundaries expands 
the possibilities of discovery (Powell 1998).

An important aspect of national higher educati-
on and research policies is that structured exchange 
of ideas and information as well as cross-national 
performance comparisons have become a com-
mon feature leading to practices of policy learning 
or borrowing. This often implies the introduction 
of policies that use apparently successful policy 
initiatives and experiences in other countries. With 
this growing influence of global policy ideas, we 
can observe that their diffusion occurs at every 
governance level, resulting in specific education 
and research models and priorities across socie-
ties. In Europe, this diffusion is in many respects 
coordinated by the European Union with its own 
supranational research policies, research funding 
programs, and the ERASMUS+ program for sup-
porting educational collaboration. The OECD also 
plays a role among its members in spreading and 
promoting certain policy ideas. The extent to which 
EU Member States and OECD member countries 
are competitive in higher education and research is 
monitored through comparative indicators, which 
are used for various purposes by policymakers, 
academics, and administrators. In addition, many 
governments in low- and medium income countries 
borrow their policy ideas for higher education and 
science from international organizations, such as 
the World Bank, the IMF, the OECD and the EU.

In an era in which accountability, reporting 
and evaluation requirements can be found in any 
higher education system, the governance of acade-
mia is based on explicitly measured and evaluated 
outputs, such as credit points produced, teaching 
quality, the number of graduates and dropouts, 
journal articles, and success in the competition for 
external research funding. The effects and changed 
behavior of individuals and organizations in such 
regimes have gained attention, yet few longitudinal 
studies show the long-term impact thereof on uni-
versities and research. What can be argued, though, 
is that the practices to measure the quality of higher 
education and research through numeric forms in 
order to compare and to inform decision-making 
reduce the quality of information and threaten to 
narrow the recognition and impact of knowledge 
generated in diverse systems (Powell 2018). Re-
search suggests that there can be a variety of effects 
of these evaluations of the quality of universities 
and individual academics as research outputs are 
quantified (Espeland and Sauder 2016; Marques et 
al. 2017). However, insight is lacking into the impact 
of the growing accountability, reporting and evalua-
tion requirements with respect to higher education 
and research. Therefore Powell (2018: 11) raises a 
highly relevant question to be addressed in research 
on higher education: “How do research organiza-
tions (such as universities) actively construct and 
apply such competitive measures in their attempts 
to secure achieved status or strive for higher repu-

35 Navigating Competition and Collaboration → Chapter 3 Higher education policies and competition and collaboration



tation within regionally, nationally, and globally 
stratified higher education and science systems?”

In many countries, the influence of Ministries 
and national research councils on research agendas 
has increased through the growing number of stra-
tegic research programs with specifically defined 
themes and impact criteria (Zapp et al. 2018), usu-
ally at the cost of open research funding programs. 
This development has been called “programmifica-
tion” and is argued to, “symbolize more educated 
policymakers and administrators with the aspi-
ration to guide scientific development and target 
resources in the hopes of facilitating innovation” 
(Powell 2018: 11). “Programmification” runs the risk 
of undermining necessary long-term commitments 
to basic research and research priorities identified 
by the academic community. This development is 
also visible in other parts of the research policy sys-
tem, for example, in the composition of the boards 
of research councils, where in some countries 
scientists have been replaced by politically appoin-
ted lay persons, who represent certain societal or 
economic interests without specific knowledge of 
the research system.

From a global perspective, these strategic or 
thematic research funding programs might lead to a 
narrowing of the range of publicly funded research 
themes. This poses the risk of overinvestment in fa-
shionable topics or commitment to certain research 
questions with policy relevance to the detriment of 
a diverse research agenda or guarantees of acade-
mic freedom and scientific autonomy needed for 
frontier research with the potential of contributing 
to scientific breakthroughs.

Further development of higher  
education and research policies

How will the global science system develop 
further, and what kind of trends can we expect with 
respect to national higher education and research 
policies? Here we will start with briefly discussing 
three overall trends that are potentially of relevance 
for the development of the global science system. 
First the development of globalization. In an article 
published July 2009 in Foreign Affairs, Roger Alt-
man reflected on the impact of the financial crisis 
and argued that, “It is now clear that the global eco-
nomic crisis will be deep and prolonged and that it 
will have far-reaching geopolitical consequences. 
The long movement toward market liberalization 
has stopped, and a new period of state intervention, 
reregulation, and creeping protectionism has be-
gun. Indeed, globalization itself is reversing.” This 
is one of many predictions in the framework of the 
financial crisis of the late 2000s that globalization 
has come to an end. The discussion about the end 
of globalization has intensified again in the early 
2020s in connection to the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
war in Ukraine, and global political tensions. Obvi-
ously, these are discussions of relevance for univer-

sity leaders in light of the development discussed 
in the first chapter that universities have become 
politically more important, but less special. The 
latter implies that universities have become more 
integrated into other policy areas, such as economic 
affairs, business and labor, and foreign affairs, and 
have lost their relatively protected policy position. 
Consequently, the possible political and economic 
end of globalization will also affect the globally 
interconnected and interdependent nature of the 
world’s national science systems. This issue will be 
discussed in more detail in the next chapter as one 
of the relevant themes with respect to the trans-
formation of competition and collaboration. Here, 
we want to point to two global trends that are of 
relevance also for the scientific community and the 
world’s research universities. 

First, according to the 2019 World Trade Re-
port4 there are two interlinked trends that suggest 
that new forms of globalization are emerging, that 
is, greater digitalization and a shift toward more 
people working from home. The report argued that 
this represents a newly emerging form of globali-
zation that looks very different from ships carrying 
stacks of cargo containers, but it is nonetheless 
a very real form of globalization, implying that, 
“Globalization is not slowing or stalling. Rather, it 
is evolving, driven by trade in human skills, know-
ledge, and ingenuity” (World Trade Report 2019: 
18). The cross-border data traffic referred to in the 
World Trade Report is predicted to grow drama-
tically by UNCTAD, concentrated along two main 
routes: between North America and Europe, and 
between North America and Asia, and it is forecas-
ted to grow dramatically5. The World Trade Report 
predictions were made before the start of the 
pandemic in 2019, but the UNCTAD data are from 
2021 and show that global data flows have increased 
substantially since 2020 and are expected to triple 
between 2022 and 2026. This trend is highly relevant 
for universities given their key role in the produc-
tion of knowledge not only on digitalization but also 
on sustainability and the green transformation, two 
key knowledge areas in the global digital trade.  

Another trend is related to the increase of 
international migrants, especially in Europe and 
Asia. The World Migration Report (McAuliffe and 
Triandafyllidou 2021) contains several relevant in-
terpretations of the increased competition between 
States, which has led to heightened geopolitical 
tension and risking the erosion of multilateral co-
operation. Consequently, we are living in a period 
in which the core values underpinning global gover-
nance are being challenged6.

While the report refers extensively to the 
upheaval caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, and 
the acknowledgement that we will continue to 
experience the systemic effects of the pandemic for 
many years to come, it also points to the importance 
of research collaboration (McAuliffe and Triandafyl-
lidou 2021: 135), for example, around producing mi-
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gration data from the perspective of the SDGs. This 
has caused a review by the international statistical 
community of the use of traditional sources for mig-
ration data, such as population and housing censu-
ses, household surveys and administrative records. 
In addition, the UN Member States have committed 
themselves to strengthen partnerships, enhance 
collaboration, and create the conditions needed to 
develop research and studies on the interlinkage 
between migration and sustainable development.

Furthermore, the report refers to the impact 
of the pandemic on research in social sciences. As 
indicated in the report:  

The rise of misinformation has impacted on how 
academia has been responding to the COVID-19 
pandemic. Several scientific publishers made CO-
VID-19 research accessible online free of charge, while 
others are fast-tracking the publication of COVID-19 
articles. While much of the research conducted 
remains in the medical field, there have been calls 
made to increase the volume of much-needed social 
science research and to ensure that these findings are 
not overlooked when informing effective responses. 
Despite this, researchers have also expressed concern 
that this rush to respond to the COVID-19 pande-
mic may compromise research integrity, by pushing 
researchers to take shortcuts in the research process, 
impacting on quality and limiting the ability to deve-
lop interdisciplinary collaboration. Many academics 
are concerned about the possible consequences of 
this “covidization” (Pai 2020) of research, including 
in terms of availability of funding to develop other 
research areas in the social sciences (McAuliffe and 
Triandafyllidou 2021: 140). 

AU-EU Innovation Agenda 

The trends presented in these global Reports 
are in a number of respects of relevance for the  
discussion of the transformation of competition 
and collaboration in higher education and re-
search. One important issue is the relationship 
between universities in the Global North and the 
Global South. As indicated in the World Migra-
tion Report, increased political tensions between 
countries leads to an erosion of multilateral colla-
boration, which forms a serious threat to the chan-
ce of developing more equal science collaborations 
between the Global North and the Global South.

A highly impressive plea for multilateralism 
was made by the Kenyan U.N. Ambassador Dr 
Martin Kimani during the security council meeting 
of 24 February 2022, which marked the start of the 

Russian invasion in Ukraine: “At independence, 
….rather than form nations that looked ever back-
ward into history with a dangerous nostalgia, we 
chose to look forward to a greatness none of our 
many nations and peoples had ever known… We 
must complete our recovery from the embers of 
dead empires in a way that does not plunge us back 
into new forms of domination and oppression.”

These basic features of a new multilateral 
world order form the foundation for the joint agree-
ment signed by the African and European Unions 
on 18 February 2022. As part of their overall agree-
ment, the two Unions launched a joint Innovation 
Agenda (IA) that is widely acknowledged as having 
the potential of fundamentally renewing global 
scientific relationships. From political meetings, 
conferences and policy discussions, the following 
issues of relevance for the implementation of the IA 
can be identified.

First, the IA represents a move from scientific 
collaboration based on development aid to colla-
boration through equal, strategic partnerships of 
university alliances from both continents, which 
are expected to involve associate partners from 
the private and public sectors. Second, the IA has 
a long-term perspective and shifts the key mode 
of scientific collaborations from projects to joint, 
multi-year programs developed and implemented 
by alliances consisting of universities and their as-
sociate private and public sector partners from both 
continents. Third, while a large part of the finan-
cial foundation for the agenda will come from the 
EU, it cannot be successfully implemented without 
considerable increases in public funding in R&D 
and HE by public authorities in African countries. 
Finally, African and European universities should 
make sure to provide relevant input into the further 
development of the IA. Too often in the past the 
voice of universities was absent in the processes 
determining the framework conditions for scienti-
fic North-South collaboration. 

What will be an important challenge for these 
emerging African-European university alliances is 
the issue of inequality among partner universities. 
The AU and EU have indicated that they expect that 
African-European university alliances will develop 
detailed plans for how they intend to reduce this 
inequality, for example, with respect to investments 
in research infrastructure, doctoral education capa-
city, young scholar career opportunities, etc. 

In an article in University World News7 Adam 
Habib, former vice-chancellor of the University of 
the Witwatersrand in South Africa and currently 
director of SOAS, London, discusses a number of 
key features of the IA. Habib argues that the IA has 
the opportunity to challenge all the existing models 
of international education, and that it will challen-
ge the Anglo-Saxon model which emphasises the 
recruitment and training of students from across 
the world at universities in the United Kingdom, 
United States and Australia. This model is focussed 

37 Navigating Competition and Collaboration → Chapter 3 Higher education policies and competition and collaboration



on the individual, accelerates the brain drain, and 
inevitably weakens institutional capacities in the 
South. Habib argues in the article that the AU-EU 
Innovation Agenda is truly ground-breaking, and 
in his view, political elites elsewhere, would do well 
to take heed of the development philosophy that 
underlies this plan.

Conclusion

Higher education systems and institutions ope-
rate in contexts that are to a large extent governed, 
regulated and organized by national public authori-
ties. Obviously, the public governance approaches 
used by national governments and their policies 
have an important impact on the strategic develop-
ment and operations of universities. It is of relevan-
ce that higher education and research form policy 
areas where policy ideas are often globally spread. 
Consequently, throughout the last decades appa-
rently similar changes in the public governance of 
higher education and research can be identified 
internationally, including important transformati-
ons of competition and collaboration. However, the 
ways in which these transformations are interpre-
ted and used in national higher education systems 
show important variations. For example, intensify-
ing competition in higher education is more strong-
ly identified with the public governance of higher 
education in the OECD member countries, than 
with, for example, the public governance of higher 
education in China. Still, there are some narrati-
ves in the public governance of higher education 
that have ‘travelled around the world’. One of these 
narratives is that competition for resources among 
universities leads to better performance in the 
form of higher quality of education and research, 
lower dropout rates, higher research productivity, 
and more efficient use of funding, than high levels 
of basic public grants. As discussed in this chap-
ter, this narrative is underlying the introduction of 
specific government policies and programs aimed 
at enhancing the global competitiveness of natio-
nal universities. Examples are performance-based 
funding systems and University Excellence fun-
ding programs. In general, the focus on university 
performance in these governmental policies and 
programs is based on a strong belief in the positive 
effects of competition on universities. 

In the next chapter we will move towards the 
universities’ perspective by examining their strate-
gic development. This will be done by presenting a 
number of overall themes with respect to how uni-
versities navigate competition and collaboration. In 
addition, the strategic development of five research 
universities will be discussed in some more detail. 
These five overviews of the strategic use of compe-
tition and collaboration by individual universities 
show some communalities in the strategic orientati-
ons of the institutions in question, but also import-
ant variations. This reflects the influence of each 

university’s national context and the impact of its 
public authorities. At the same time, these over-
views also show the room to maneuver universities 
have in their strategic development. In this they 
illustrate that change in universities is not simply 
determined by environmental processes of compe-
titive selection, nor solely by the strategic choices 
of university leaders and managers. Instead, it can 
be argued that the changing use of competition 
and collaboration in universities, “involves a much 
larger repertoire of standard processes and in 
contemporary settings change often takes place in a 
complex ecology of actors, processes and determin-
ants” (Gornitzka et al. 2007: 190). This interpretation 
of the complexities underlying change in universi-
ties should be kept in mind when interpreting how 
the general themes and institutional overviews 
presented in the next chapter, can be related to the 
governmental policies discussed in this chapter.  

Endnotes 

1  
PBF 2.0 refers to the new PBF models that were introduced in the 2010s 
in the US. According to Chan et al. (2022, p. 2), “PBF 2.0 models de-
termine basic funding levels (rather than bonus payments), tie funding 
to attainment outcomes, and award premiums for positive outcomes 
among historically underserved students”.

2  
See the article by Diane Peters in University Affairs Affairs universi-
taires entitled ‘Performance-based funding comes to the Canadian 
postsecondary sector’, published February 22, 2021: https://www.
universityaffairs.ca/news/news-article/performance-based-fund-
ing-comes-to-the-canadian-postsecondary-sector

3  
This figure is suggested by Alex Usher in a blog published December 2, 
2020, entitled “Ontario’s PBF System: Much Ado About Nothing”; see: 
https://higheredstrategy.com/ontarios-pbf-system-much-ado-about-
nothing

4  
See: https://www.wto.org/english/res_e/booksp_e/00_wtr19_e.pdf

5  
See: UNCTAD Report „Digital Economy Report 2021. Cross-border data 
flows and development: For whom the data flow“; section on cross-bor-
der data flows (pp. 18-21); https://unctad.org/system/files/official-docu-
ment/der2021_en.pdf

6  
See: https://worldmigrationreport.iom.int/wmr-2022-interactive

7  
For the full article, see: Adam Habib, (23 March 2022). Reinventing 
higher education for an inclusive world, UWN, Africa Edition; re-
trieved from: https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?sto-
ry=20220322101854590 
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The potential of universities to contribute 
effectively to the future development of their 
societies and the world at large relates strongly to 
the ways in which they interpret and handle the 
opportunities that competition and collaboration 
offer and the challenges both pose. While compe-
tition and collaboration have always been part of 
academic life, there is a broad acknowledgement 
about the transformation of both in academic 
settings over the last decades. This transformation 
has been discussed in the previous chapters of this 
report. In this chapter, we will start with presen-
ting general themes concerning how universities 
navigate the transformation of competition and 
collaboration, and the possible tensions between 
them. There are common patterns covered by 
these themes, but they also show how the institu-
tional, local, national, and international contexts 
in which a university operates create important 
conditions for the extent to which a university can 
use the opportunities offered by competition and 
collaboration and deal with the challenges they 
pose. After the presentation of the general themes, 
an overview of the strategic development of five re-
search-intensive universities in navigating compe-
tition and collaboration is presented. This overview 
shows how these five universities interpret and use 
collaboration and competition in their institutional 

strategies and missions. In addition, the strategic 
developments of these universities provide relevant 
insights into specific choices they have made, for 
example, in their research and internationalization 
policies, and the commitment to and organization 
of their interdisciplinary activities.  While institu-
tional examples presented in this chapter either 
to illustrate the general themes or as part of the 
more elaborated five university overview are con-
text-bound, they are expected to provide relevant 
insights and frames of reference for universities in 
other contexts.

General themes
 

Despite the variety in university contexts, the 
themes presented in this chapter show common 
issues and concerns in the strategies, missions, and 
action plans that universities use in responding to 
fundamental changes in their environments and 
the expectation that universities play a central 
role in finding solutions to the grand challenges 
and crises that our societies face. The institutional 
strategies, missions and plans indicate that univer-
sities use competition and collaboration for en-
hancing and innovating their educational activities 
and research endeavors both from a scientific and 
societal needs perspective.  

Competition and collaboration: 
general themes and strategic 
development of universities

CHAPTER 4
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The overview of themes presented here is 
broad, but far from exhaustive. The transformation 
of competition and collaboration is not a homoge-
neous development in one direction. The globa-
lization drive that was largely responsible for the 
transformation is seriously challenged by changes 
in the global political landscape that started some 
time ago, and the COVID-19 pandemic. Therefore, 
we will start the presentation of the themes with a 
brief reflection on the nature of the current, far-
reaching changes in the global context of higher 
education, before discussing the other themes with 
respect to in the way in which universities navigate 
competition and collaboration.

Theme 1: Changing  
global political landscape

The development of the global science system 
has its roots in the 19th century with the global 
diffusion of the idea of the research university. 
The globalization of higher education and research 
further developed after 1945 with the massifica-
tion of higher education, growing investments in 
scientific research, the growing number of inter-
national full-degree students, the development of 
governmental and institutional internationalization 
policies and student and staff mobility programs 
and agreements, the growing international re-
search collaboration, the introduction of the World 
Wide Web and invention of the Internet, etc. More 
recently we have seen the establishment of interna-
tional branch campuses, international joint degree 
study programs, the development of bibliometrics 
and scientometrics allowing for global performance 
comparisons in the form of institutional rankings 
and the use of ratings for comparing individual 
performance, and the growing use of digital tech-
nologies in education and research collaboration 
(Kosmützky and Putty 2016). The growth and 
transformation of competition and collaboration in 
higher education was a result of this intensifying 
globalization, which until recently was assumed to 
continue to develop in a globally connected science 
system with research production in practically eve-
ry country in the world, and students being able to 
enroll in the study program of their choice either in 
their own country or abroad. 

However, recent developments have marked a 
challenge to the unprecedented globalization drive 
and the development of a relatively open, well-con-
nected global science system. The COVID-19 pan-
demic has affected the physical connectedness of 
universities, academics, and students in many ways. 
Furthermore, the skepticism about whether the 
global science system actually contributed to dimi-
nishing the science inequality between the Global 
North and the Global South became relevant again 
in relation to the dramatic North-South inequities in 
the scientific development of and access to vaccines 

with respect to the COVID-19 pandemic (Aryeety et 
al. 2020). 

In addition, the global political landscape has 
changed dramatically with the war in Ukraine and 
the growing global political competition and ten-
sions, causing, for example, the academic boycott 
by Western countries of Russia (and Belarus). This 
development poses questions about and challenges 
to the traditional notion of the global foundation of 
academic collaboration and competition in acade-
mia. For example, the idea that science diplomacy 
principles will allow for scientific collaboration to 
continue between countries with serious political 
conflicts, seems no longer valid. Instead, research 
and higher education have become more ‘normal’ 
policy areas and are increasingly incorporated in 
national economic and foreign affairs policies and 
strategies, instead of relatively self-standing policy 
areas that might allow for a continuation of inter-
actions even during political conflicts. In addition, 
some of the consequences of the global political 
changes, for example, the increased energy costs, 
have potentially far-reaching financial consequen-
ces for universities, amongst other things, for the 
extent to which they can afford to use competition 
internally and further develop their institutional 
collaborations. Overall, universities around the 
world face the reality that they cannot be expected 
to survive by being complacent, that is, going back 
to ways in which they were used to operate before 
the pandemic and the current political tensions. As 
argued by the University of Glasgow in its institu-
tional strategy, the current time frame is one of the 
most disruptive times that the university has expe-
rienced. Institutional adaptations are needed, also 
when it comes to the use of competition  
and collaboration.

Many of the adaptations needed have not been 
materialized yet in the formal university strate-
gies, missions, and budget decisions. However, in 
the overview presented in the second part of this 
chapter, we can clearly see the contours of the 
adaptions the universities have started to introduce. 
Obviously, while the COVID-19 pandemic seems to 
be largely under control now (Spring 2023), there 
are remaining uncertainties about the status and 
possible long-term consequences of the pandemic. 
Many universities are still in the process of evalua-
ting their experience in handling the pandemic and 
the lessons learned, and assessing the possibilities 
for institutionalizing, for example, the innovations 
in the use of digital technologies in their academic 
activities. In addition, the war in Ukraine is far 
from over, and the resulting global political divi-
sions will disallow for a return to an open, global 
interconnected science system any time soon. 

Therefore, we can expect that in the coming 
years universities around the world will have to 
update their institutional strategies and mission, 
and the way in which they use competition and 



collaboration. It can be expected that many uni-
versities will continue to be committed to having a 
global impact, amongst other things, in the area of 
sustainability. Furthermore, it will remain import-
ant to them to respect and further develop global 
collaboration and contribute to reducing global 
science inequities, and to strengthening their 
global academic competitiveness. However, at the 
same time we will most likely see the adaptation of 
competition and collaboration practices to the new 
framework conditions created by the pandemic 
and the global political competition and tensions 
between countries. 

These considerations and reflections are to re-
mind the reader that this study is conducted in a pe-
riod characterized by transition, political conflicts, 
and uncertainty. Therefore, the overview of themes 
presented in this chapter provides a partial insight 
into how universities are adapting when it comes to 
their use of competition and collaboration. In ad-
dition, in the study we focused on the institutional 
perspective and the interpretations and reflections 
of institutional leaders and did not examine how 
academic staff and students experience the trans-
formation of competition and collaboration. 

To follow up these general considerations and 
reflections, we will continue the overview with a 
discussion of how universities position themselves 
with respect to competition and collaboration in 
higher education.

Theme 2: Strategic  
institutional positioning

Most of the universities included in this study 
position themselves in the global science commu-
nity. As a member of that community, they want to 
produce knowledge and educate and train students 
that can contribute to solving global challenges. 
Competition and collaboration are important tools 
for realizing their ambitions. This is expressed, 
for example, in the university strategies, goals and 
objectives, and confirmed in the interviews we 
conducted. Most of these universities combine their 
global orientation with strategies that are linked to 
their region, country and/or continent, but these 
are positioned within the aimed at global role of the 
university. On the other hand, several universities 
in this study are primarily oriented towards the city, 
region, and country in which they are located. The-
se universities highlight especially their education 
strategies and capacities, with the aim to be suc-
cessful in the competition for local, regional, and 
national students and contribute to local, regional, 
and national economic and social development.

Most universities emphasize the importance of 
internal and external collaboration for the realiza-
tion of their strategies, goals, and objectives with 
respect to strategic themes and principles. This in-
cludes maintaining or forming formal institutional 
partnerships or alliances with other universities. 

While some universities indicate that they see col-
laboration through formal university partnerships 
or alliances as a key tool for strengthening their 
academic competitiveness, others emphasize that 
institutional collaboration is important for reali-
zing the strategic goals of the university without an 
overarching ambition of enhancing the university’s 
competitiveness. Of relevance in this is that nearly 
all universities expect that in their further strategic 
development the importance of collaborations, 
national and international, will inevitably grow, 
requiring new ways of both sustaining and  
building partnerships. 

An example of a university that uses collabora-
tion to strengthen its competitiveness is the Univer-
sity of Leipzig (UL), which has developed a strate-
gic approach called ‘the Leipzig Way’ that aims at 
promoting interdisciplinarity and the formation of 
alliances with universities from around the world. 
As part of its strategy, the University has identified 
three strategic research areas that it wants to pro-
mote and support in the assumption that in these 
three areas the university will be able to improve 
its success in the competition for external research 
funding and the recruitment of excellent scientists. 
If the underlying assumptions are realized, the 
three research areas will contribute significantly 
to the enhancement of the university’s competiti-
veness. Linked to this focus on research competi-
tiveness is the university’s strategy to strengthen 
its collaboration with scientific partners in central 
Germany, non-academic partners, such as the 
city of Leipzig, and to contribute effectively to the 
development of the regional innovation system. 
Through its strategy, UL clearly expresses the am-
bition to strengthen its academic competitiveness, 
with the aim to move towards a higher performance 
level without quantifying this aim explicitly.

The University of Plymouth is another exam-
ple of an institution that wants to use international 
collaborations to become a leading university in 
producing research responses to global challenges. 
But unlike the University of Leipzig, the University 
of Plymouth specifies that it wants to be ahead of its 
competition by belonging to the top 250 best univer-
sities in the world by 20301.

The University of Tsukuba’s Top Global Uni-
versity Project is part of a national initiative of the 
Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and 
Technology (MEXT) to enhance the international 
competitiveness of higher education in Japan. The 
University of Tsukuba is one of 13 selected universi-
ties that have according to MEXT the potential to be 
ranked among the top 100 universities of the world. 
The concept used in this project by the University of 
Tsukuba is entitled ‘Creating a Transborder Univer-
sity for a Brighter Future’. A central component in 
this concept is the Campus-to-Campus (CiC) initiati-
ve that aims at transcending national, institutional 
and other barriers. The University of Tsukuba has 
reached an agreement on the implementation of 
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the CiC initiative with 10 partner universities from 
around the world2. 

For all universities in our study, sustainability 
is a strategic theme or principle. These universities’ 
strategies and missions indicate how they position 
themselves with respect to the SDGs and global 
worries about climate change. New York University 
(NYU) is a clear example of this by identifying sus-
tainability as a priority theme for university leader-
ship. In its ‘2040 Now’ strategy, NYU states that for 
coping with global climate change, cooperation on 
an unprecedented scale is required, globally as well 
as at NYU. The strategy presents the University’s 
emissions reduction strategies and ambition to have 
achieved carbon neutrality by 2040. 

Another example is the University of Groningen 
(UG), which has established a Green Office for co-
ordinating and initiating projects related to sustai-
nability at the University. With sustainability as one 
of its key values, UG’s Green Office has developed in 
collaboration with academics, service units, facul-
ties, staff members and students a ‘Sustainability 
Roadmap’. The new ambitions and goals as presen-
ted in the roadmap have been formulated around 
the central themes of Planet (the UG to become 
a CO2-neutral university by 2035), Performance 
(more involvement of students, staff members and 
external parties in sustainability) and People (a 
sustainable HR policy for a dynamic and  
healthy organization).

The University of Tsukuba has established the 
in 2022 the Organization for DESIGN THE FUTURE, 
which is responsible for exploring how the universi-
ty can contribute to the realization of the SDGs. This 
Organization supports and promotes the collabora-
tion of the University of Tsukuba in cross-discipli-
nary projects with regions, companies, and organi-
zations around health care, the greying population, 
and sustainable energy use. 

Another issue addressed by several universities 
is their post-COVID approach. Cardiff University 
(CU) presents a post-COVID strategy entitled “The 
Way Forward 2018-2023 Recast COVID-19”. The stra-
tegy presents a set of themes and a post-COVID-19 
education and students’ strategy and a research 
strategy, post-COVID revival and renewal opportu-
nities, and lessons learned in during the pandemic. 
The strategy also confirms the basic values of CU 
and contains information on how the strategy will 
be monitored and its achievements assessed. 

The University of Melbourne signed a new post-
COVID alliance with the Universities of Manchester 
and Toronto in November 2022. The alliance inclu-
des student exchanges, joint research projects and 
mutual bids to work with businesses and funders. 
The alliance draws on joint expertise and resources, 
and capitalises on new ways of studying, working, 
and collaborating that have emerged during the 
pandemic. For students the alliance offers global 
classroom programs that provide interaction with 
teachers and researchers on three continents via 

lectures, seminars, and practical classes. There will 
also be joint PhD programs with opportunities to 
visit the other institutions. Researchers will gain 
access through the alliance to specialist facilities 
and the opportunities to work on joint research 
programs on areas of interest such as environmen-
tal sustainability, cancer treatment and advanced 
materials.

Theme 3: Rankings,  
bibliometrics and ratings

The reliance on bibliometrics and ratings for 
assessing performance of academics is part of the 
shift from the use of interpersonal assessments to 
using impersonal references, for example, in the 
review by research councils of research funding 
proposals, or the assessment of candidates for an 
academic position. This quantification of perfor-
mance assessment has made the results of competi-
tion more visible and better comparable (Musselin 
2018). The emergence of global university rankings 
is related to this shift; also in the global comparison 
of universities bibliometric and other performance 
indicators are used. University leaders often criti-
cize rankings, but still, most universities refer to 
them, when it comes to their current ranking, the 
position they want to achieve in future rankings, or 
other positions that are relevant for supporting a 
university’s global ambitions. 

Stellenbosch University, for example, presents 
itself as amongst South Africa's leading tertiary 
institutions based on research output, student pass 
rates and rated scientists, one of the top 300 univer-
sities in the world, and among the top 20 in BRICS 
countries. The University of Ghana states that 
rankings are considered as manifestation of global 
competition and are used as a policy instrument 
influencing national and international partners-
hips and collaborations. On a webpage dedicated 
to rankings it provides a detailed overview of the 
position of the University on various types of natio-
nal, regional, continental, and global rankings. The 
University of Ghana has the strategic ambition of 
maintaining its position among the 20 best research 
universities in Africa and becoming ultimately 
a world-class research-intensive institution. The 
latter ambition is related to the African Union’s and 
African Heads of States’ strategic Agenda 2063 with 
its goal to promote and support the development of 
up to 200 world class research universities in Africa 
by 2063. 

The Jawaharlal Nehru University (JNU) positi-
ons itself by referring to various rankings, that is, 
ranked number one in India by the National As-
sessment and Accreditation Council (NAAC) with a 
Grade Point of 3.91 (on a scale of 4), JNU was ranked 
no 3 among all universities in India by the National 
Institutional Ranking Framework, Government of 
India, in 2016 and no 2 in 2017. JNU also received 
the Best University Award from the President of 



India in 2017. In the Shanghai Ranking it is positio-
ned 701-800.

The use of impersonal references for academic 
performance has become the norm internally in 
universities, for example, in recruitment of staff and 
staff performance appraisals, and in incentive sche-
mes, including for research seed money, conference 
support and travel grants, and performance awards. 
The success of the Adam Mickiewicz University 
(AMU), Poznan, in the university excellence initia-
tive of the Polish government, allowed it, for exam-
ple, to introduce an institutional incentives scheme 
aimed at strengthening the research performance of 
its staff. In the review of the applications for various 
kinds of scholarships and grants AMU uses an ex-
tensive bibliometric database for deciding on which 
applicants will be selected for support. Furthermo-
re, also in the performance agreements between go-
vernments and universities various kinds of data are 
used. In the Strategic Mandate Agreement between 
the University of Waterloo (UW) and the Ontario 
government the performance targets are set against 
metrics that measure UW’s effectiveness in addres-
sing: the evolving needs of the labor market; enhan-
cing the skills and competencies of its students; and 
supporting a postsecondary education system that 
strengthens Ontario’s economic competitiveness.

A challenge in the use of bibliometrics and 
ratings is the emphasis on the performance of 
individual academics, while in many fields structu-
red collaboration with other academics inside their 
institution and/or outside it has become the norm 
(Bozeman & Boardman 2014). This can also be seen 
in the move away from single author academic 
publications to co-authored journal articles based 
on collaborations among academic specialists, often 
from different universities and countries  
(Powell 2018). 

As indicated in the interviews conducted in this 
study, university leaders are aware of the growing 
requirement to undertake research collaboratively 
in university groups, inter-institutional projects, and 
international networks, but still, they often use in-
dividually oriented incentive schemes. Universities 
have become more team, group and unit oriented in 
their research policies by promoting and supporting 
academic collaboration. However, the use of compe-
titive schemes for promoting research collaboration 
is still an area where there is room for improvement 
and for better understanding of the growing im-
portance and nature of academic collaboration in 
teams, including the integration of administrative 
and other support staff in the teams, instead of posi-
tioning, governing, and funding them separately.

Theme 4: Changes in  
institutional collaboration

Especially after 1945, many universities in the 
OECD member countries and elsewhere, have sig-
ned, as part of their emerging international policies, 

multiple exchange and cooperation agreements 
(often referred to as MoUs) with other universities 
from around the world. These agreements are often 
referred to as a Memorandum of Understanding 
(MoU). Usually, these institutional agreements were 
complemented by faculty and departmental agree-
ments with academic partners at other universities. 
The result was often that universities had hundreds 
of institutional agreements, many of which were not 
structurally used. These types of agreements conti-
nue to exist. However, most universities included in 
this study have updated their internationalization 
policies and evaluated their institutional agree-
ments. The result is that many universities nowa-
days identify different types of institutional collabo-
rations for different types of purposes. 

To present some examples for illustrating this 
development, the University of Cape Town (UCT) 
emphasizes the importance of global research part-
nerships in its institutional strategy, which include 
research partnerships with African universities and 
with research universities outside Africa. In addi-
tion, UCT is a member of global research networks, 
and it has signed collaborative degree programme 
agreements for its postgraduate students with a 
number of strategic partners, including a Cotutelle 
doctoral programme with the University of  
Bristol, UK.

The Technical University of Munich (TUM) has 
a worldwide network of collaboration partners that 
consists of various strategic partnerships and all-
iances, each with an individual focus: Strategic net-
works with selected partners enable cross-border 
and innovative forms of cooperation, especially 
in Europe; Flagship partnerships allow TUM to 
intensify its sometimes decades-long cooperation 
with world-leading universities in common areas of 
competence, while TUM’s Global Strategic Alliances 
enable strategic cooperation in thematically focu-
sed formats. 

The University of Leipzig (UL) has 56 bilateral 
institutional partnerships (16 in Europe, 40 outside), 
while the participation of the UL in networks and 
associations is regularly evaluated. An important 
strategic alliance for UL is Arqus, one of 44 Euro-
pean University Alliances selected and funded by 
the European Union. 

The University of Waterloo (UW) has partners-
hips with more than 300 universities and research 
institutions in more than 50 countries/regions/
locations. A strategic objective of UW is to develop 
a more focused institutional collaboration policy, 
by strengthening and increasing formal partners-
hips with strategic research partner institutions. 
An example of such a formal partnership is UW’s 
collaboration with the University of Bordeaux, with 
which UW has organized internal calls for research 
proposals supporting UW and Bordeaux resear-
chers with seed funding—most recently focused on 
artificial intelligence and health research. These 
internal, joint competitive schemes have resulted in 
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several conferences and workshops, new innovati-
ons and technologies, joint publications, and other 
valuable outcomes.

For the University of Plymouth, the further 
development of institutional partnerships is a stra-
tegic priority. In this, it emphasizes the importance 
of building significant partnerships with leading 
institutions in its areas of strength, marine and 
maritime sciences. 

The Indian universities also highlight the 
importance of institutional collaborations. The 
University of Hyderabad indicates that it aims at de-
veloping meaningful and fruitful relationships with 
nationally and internationally reputed universities. 
In this, it focuses on the interests of its academic 
units as shown in the institutional guidelines that 
have been developed by the institution’s office of 
international affairs. Jawaharlal Nehru University 
(JNU) has collaborated with universities across the 
world in research projects, conferences, and publi-
cations. It has many active MoUs with international 
and national universities and exchanges faculty and 
students with them regularly, while it also hosts 
the Indian segment of some international degree 
programmes.

A special position is taken by New York Uni-
versity (NYU) that instead of developing strategic 
partnerships with other universities emphasizes 
that it is reimagining what it is to be a university in 
the 21st century with a presence across the globe 
including degree granting campuses in Abu Dhabi 
and Shanghai as well as 12 study away sites throug-
hout the world.

Theme 5: Collaboration  
with non-university partners

Most universities included in the study high-
light the importance of their collaboration with 
universities and other academic partners, but for 
some of the universities, collaboration with non-
academic partners is a key component of their 
institutional strategy. This is related to the univer-
sities’ knowledge transfer ambitions, their strategic 
objectives to contribute to the economic competiti-
veness of their region and country, or their goals of 
contributing to social inclusion, equal opportunities 
and the strengthening of democratic institutions in 
their society. 

For that purpose, Stellenbosch University (SU) 
aims at promoting partnerships with private sector 
firms and government, which will include work-in-
tegrated learning, continuing professional develop-
ment, collaborative research, consulting, licensing, 
spin-out companies, and commercial ventures. 
Furthermore, the University of Leipzig (UL) has 
defined the transfer of knowledge as a performance 
dimension that visibly shapes its profile and crea-
tes competitive advantages. In this, UL indicates 
that the scope and quality of the university transfer 
services should be ensured through continuous mo-

nitoring of cooperation potentials and with special 
consideration of the networks and associations in 
which UL is involved. In addition, UL is committed 
to strengthen the transfer of knowledge into mu-
nicipal and regional contexts. With partners, such 
as the City of Leipzig, UL is active in shaping the 
regional innovation ecosystem. 

Furthermore, some universities emphasize 
the importance of collaborating with private and/
or public partner organizations from outside 
academia in relation with their local, regional 
and national goals. In some cases, these goals can 
be linked to their government’s higher education 
policies. For example, the University of Waterloo 
(UW) has signed a Strategic Mandate Agreement 
with the Ontario Ministry of Colleges and Univer-
sities. This Agreement presents the University’s 
profile, that is, how the university’s institutional 
mission and strategic goals support the priority 
areas of the Ontario government. In addition, the 
agreed upon performance of UW for a period of 
five years (2020-2025) is included. The Agreement 
is part of the Ontario government’s policy for sup-
porting a differentiated higher education system. 
In this, UW agreed with its government to have a 
specific role in the support of Ontario’s economy, 
which includes the collaboration with employers 
in its well-known cooperative education programs. 
In addition, UW wants to increase private-sector 
partnerships to develop and deploy new technolo-
gies that enhance the competitiveness and inno-
vation of Ontarian and Canadian business. It also 
wants to increase partnerships with the public and 
not-for-profit sectors to catalyse important poli-
cy developments. For that purpose, UW wants to 
increase work-integrated learning opportunities 
in its graduate studies and increase the availability 
and depth of partnerships with external agencies 
to advance applied research and learning opportu-
nities for graduate students, post-doctoral fellows, 
and faculty.

Institutionally, university, industry, and 
government form the ‘triple helix’ of science 
production, with specific developments of these 
inter-institutional, boundary-spanning networks 
leading to different innovation dynamics (Ley-
desdorff and Etzkowitz 1998). With the university 
being the central knowledge organization in this 
‘triple helix’ relationship, with its crucial capacity 
for transferring knowledge intergenerationally, 
between disciplines, and across cultural boundar-
ies, research must delve deeper into the learning 
opportunities, networks, and types of collabora-
tion this central organizational form enables. The 
importance of this type of strategic collaboration 
is also reflected in governmental policies, but we 
know currently little about the learning opportu-
nities, intended and realized outcomes, governan-
ce structures, and competitive advantages for the 
university of this type of collaboration  
(Powell 2018: 5-6).



Theme 6: Disciplinary diversity
 

There are important differences among disciplines 
when it comes to their role in university collabo-
ration and the extent to which they are impacted 
by competitive schemes. These differences can be 
expected to have an impact on universities, leading, 
for example, to different competition strategies for 
technical universities, compared to medical uni-
versities or comprehensive universities with large 
social science and humanities faculties. At the same 
time, 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. The available 
studies on evaluation in specific disciplines show 
how research evaluation affects the structural orga-
nization and cognitive development of disciplinary 
research. Different conceptualizations of disciplina-
ry research and development across countries and 
regions are crucial to analyse. Furthermore, there 
are substantial regional differences in the global 
science system when it comes to the contributions 
to cutting-edge scientific communication and disci-
plinary debates. This requires the need for intercul-
tural research collaborations beyond the extensive 
links that exist across the global North.

In addition, transdisciplinary collaborations 
among individual scientists, research teams, and 
universities demand enhanced attention, especially 
to understand the conditions for these collabora-
tions to be successful and their consequences for 
traditional disciplinary structures and cultures. 
More research is needed to examine the impact 
of internal and external competition and strategic 
institutional collaboration on the power balance 
between disciplines or within disciplines.

For many universities their disciplinary pro-
file is an important framework condition for their 
understanding and use of competition and collabo-
ration. For example, Adam Mickiewicz University 
(AMU) consists of a relatively small group of natural 
science faculties and a large group of humanities 
and social science faculties. The internal incentive 
schemes are aimed at strengthening the academic 
performance of the social sciences and humani-
ties, while the university leadership also wants to 
further expand the natural sciences at AMU. Crea-
ting an effective and acceptable balance between 
the competitive schemes for the social sciences and 
humanities and for the natural sciences is seen as a 
challenging task by the university leadership. 

At the University of Leipzig, it is argued that the 
historically grown variety of scientific disciplines 
is a particular strength of UL. However, in order to 
further strengthen the competitive position of the 
university and further develop the profile of the UL, 
the traditional diversity has to be coordinated and 
connected. For this purpose, UL bundles its scien-
tific strengths in three strategic research fields, 
which in the long term will involve the humanities 

and social sciences, life sciences and medicine as 
well as the natural sciences and computer science 
in roughly equal parts. On top of this, a consistent 
inter- and transdisciplinary exchange between 
scientists is regarded to be necessary for creating 
transitions, cooperation and knowledge  
re-combinations.

Strategic development of  
selected universities3

University of California San Diego, United States
The University of California, San Diego (UCSD) 

is recognized as one of the top 10 public U.S. uni-
versities, is consistently ranked among the 40 best 
universities in the world4, and is ranked number 
one in the US for public service by the Washington 
Monthly. As a public university, UCSD has gone 
through a remarkable development the last 10 years 
as illustrated by its institutional strategy and pro-
file, which have changed from being disciplinary 
and multi-thematically oriented to becoming more 
cross-disciplinary and thematically focused. Here 
we will discuss how competition and collaboration 
play a role in the strategic development of UCSD. 

At UCSD collaboration is utilized mainly as a 
means to achieve a more competitive internatio-
nal profile. This is exemplified in the university’s 
internationalization strategy, which presents four 
strategic pillars the university has identified for 
providing what it calls ‘global leadership through 
internationalization’. The first pillar, Break silos to 
build bridges, is aimed at developing a collaborative 
structure to enhance the work across all schools, 
divisions and health sciences, and build bridges 
across the globe. As part of this strategic pillar, 
UCSD wants to expand participation in internatio-
nal research and education consortia. The second 
strategic pillar, Cultivate a culture of global citizens-
hip, aims at expanding existing curricular models to 
support global learning opportunities for all stu-
dents. Furthermore, the third pillar, Support Faculty 
& Scholars as frontline champions of internationaliza-
tion, wants to stimulate and support the explora-
tion of new modalities for international research 
and instruction. Finally, the fourth pillar, Create a 
community of lifelong Tritons, states that UCSD has 
a desire to support a more diverse applicant pool. 
Through these four strategic pillars, the university 
aims at framing collaboration on campus, in the 
region, and internationally as a key tool to grow its 
international esteem, and in turn be perceived as 
more internationally competitive. 

A key element in the institutional strategy is the 
recognition that an important prerequisite for beco-
ming more internationally competitive is the need 
to break down the so-called UC San Diego silos. This 
breaking of traditional silos is also emphasized as 
an achievement of UCSD in the university’s research 
strategy, with the aim “to assemble cross-disci-
plinary, flexible research teams with a common 
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purpose: to further our understanding of how the 
world works and the actions we can take to make it 
a better place.”

The utilization of collaboration in order to en-
hance the university’s competitiveness is addressed 
in UCSD’s Strategic Plan Report, which is described 
as a ‘living document’. It details the five transfor-
mation goals and four grand research themes of 
the university. One of the five goals of the plan is to 
nurture and support a collaborative and interdisci-
plinary research culture that advances the frontiers 
of knowledge, shapes new fields, and disseminates 
discoveries that transform lives. The strategic plan 
confirms that UCSD’s commitment to institutional 
collaboration is framed in terms of increasing uni-
versity competitiveness, as two of the metrics for 
measured success are the ‘effectiveness of increa-
sing global awareness of UC San Diego’s impact’ and 
‘the ability to attract external support’. 

The variety in UCSD’s strategic collaboration 
activities can be illustrated by The Tata Institute for 
Genetics and Society (TIGS), a partnership between 
the University of California San Diego, the India-
based philanthropic Tata Trusts and the Institute 
for Stem Cell Biology and Regenerative Medicine 
(InStem) in Bangalore, Karnataka, India. UCSD 
is home to the lead unit of the Institute (TIGS-UC 
San Diego), which is aimed at supporting Indian 
research and addressing health-related issues in 
India. TIGS-UC San Diego and TIGS-India work 
collaboratively to train personnel, advance research 
and facilitate the broad applications of new techno-
logies for human health and agriculture, based on 
self-propagating genetic elements referred to as 
Active Genetics.

A key area where the university engages in 
this interplay of collaboration and competition is 
through the framing of research, which is presen-
ted as global in scope and comparison. Through 
this global positioning of the university’s research, 
one can argue that UCSD views itself in competi-
tion with research-intensive universities across the 
globe. This global view of the university’s research 
competitiveness is enforced by its own words, as 
the strategic plan states that its disciplinary re-
search “[compares] favourably with that of our 
peers around the world,” but its interdisciplinary 
research is where UCSD regards itself to be most 
competitive. Furthermore, this statement reveals 
that its strategy for being competitive relies on 
collaboration between the disciplines via interdisci-
plinary research. 

UCSD’s research strategy incorporates various 
trends in relation to how the university navigates 
competition and collaboration. First, the research 
themes presented in the university’s strategic plan 
confirm that UCSD prioritizes interdisciplinary 
research and collaboration in order to be global-
ly competitive.5  Second, in its current research 
strategy, UCSD focuses on ‘climate change’ as a key 
research theme, organized into four broad themes: 

Climate Science and Impacts, Adaptation and So-
lutions, Policy and Climate Justice. The university’s 
commitment to climate change is operationalized 
through 17 climate-change related research centers, 
cross-campus collaborations in various research 
areas, and academic study programs. 

UCSD’s current focus on climate change is in 
line with the importance of sustainability and cli-
mate change as key profiling themes for research-
intensive universities around the world. The identi-
fication of climate change as a key thematic area for 
UCSD’s academic activities reflects the development 
at the university from the strategic plan launched 
in 2014 in which ‘Understanding and protecting the 
Planet’ was one of four grand research themes, to 
the current emphasis on climate change as a key 
profiling theme for the university.

University of Glasgow, Scotland
The University of Glasgow is the fourth oldest 

university in the English-speaking world and a 
member of the Russell Group of leading UK re-
search universities. It is consistently ranked among 
the 150 best universities in the world6. 

At the University of Glasgow, global strategic 
collaboration is at the forefront of the university’s 
current strategic plan, international strategy, and 
research strategy. To begin with, the strategic plan 
for the university is titled World Changers Together: 
World Changing Glasgow 2025, revealing that one 
ambition driving the strategy is to enhance the 
global and local impact of the university through 
strengthening its partnerships. This concerns re-
search partnerships, transnational education part-
nerships, and partnerships with industry, govern-
ment and third sector organizations worldwide. 
Additionally, the International Strategy 2025 also 
emphasizes the strategic importance of collabo-
ration by stating that, “it is this ethos of teamwork 
and collaboration that is at the heart of our inter-
national strategy”. Further, in the Research Strate-
gy 2020-2025, collaboration is highlighted as one 
of the three research priorities, and the report’s 
foreword states that, “the future requires looking 
beyond our boundaries and combining our ideas 
with those of others”. From these three key stra-
tegic documents, it is obvious that collaboration 
is a driving element of the University of Glasgow’s 
current institutional strategies. 

The university’s aim to enhance its global and 
local impact through strategic collaborations is also 
confirmed in its research strategy’s description of 
collaboration as a strategic priority, indicating that 
successful partnerships depend on recognising the 
different, specialist contributions that are made to 
the research and innovation endeavours, and so we 
will reflect the importance of partnership in our 
investments. This strategic utilization of collabora-
tion is further explained in the university’s interna-
tionalization strategy, where four types of institutio-
nal collaborations are identified: priority partners, 



international networks and alliances, mobility 
partners, and programme partners. Strategically 
most important are the priority partners, which are 
described as those institutions with and for which 
the university has invested funding with the specific 
objective of nurturing the relationship.

Considering this strategic use of collabora-
tion in order to create an image of itself as ‘world 
changing’, collaboration also plays a part in how 
the University of Glasgow navigates competition. 
Specifically, the University of Glasgow perceives 
competitiveness as esteem measured through 
global rankings. This is revealed in the Global Glas-
gow: Internationalization Strategy 2025, which lists 
global reputation as one of its four strategic prio-
rities and states that “global reputation underpins 
the success of the institution”. Further, this strategy 
explicitly mentions the use of global rankings for 
measuring the global status of the university, in 
the sense that the university will seek to enhance 
the University’s global reputation in support of an 
improved position in world university rankings. 
Consequently, as the university views success 
through reputation, strategic collaboration aims to 
build the university’s image as globally impactful 
and is a means to achieve competitiveness. This 
idea is further supported by the university’s key 
principles for working internationally, in the sense 
that the university argues that it succeeds when its 
collaborators succeed. As a result, the university 
positions its own status and competitiveness in a 
global context as expressed in rankings, and it aims 
at strengthening its competitiveness through its 
strategic collaboration activities. 

The University of Glasgow’s institutional 
strategies illustrate collaboration and competition 
trends identified in this study. First, the strategies 
show that the university positions its competition 
and collaboration mainly in global terms. This can 
be observed through the overarching strategy of 
‘world changers together’, which gives global colla-
boration a central role in the university’s strategic 
ambitions, while simultaneously positioning this 
global collaboration as the means to achieve a com-
petitive edge. Second, the University of Glasgow 
prioritizes strategic collaboration, where partners-
hips which help the university achieve its vision are 
emphasized and sought out. This is revealed in how 
partnerships are framed in the research strategy, 
and through the existence of ‘priority partnerships’ 
as a prime category of institutional collabora-
tion. Finally, the University of Glasgow is a good 
example of how the narrative surrounding global 
competition is changing for many universities, as 
they begin to view competition as the challenge to 
globalize. This is exemplified in the University of 
Glasgow’s narrative that through strategic global 
collaboration, the university will strengthen its 
own competitiveness and achieve its desire to be-
come ‘The World-Changing University’. 

University of Groningen, The Netherlands
The University of Groningen was established in 

1614 and is currently, with around 30 000 students, 
among the three largest universities in the Nether-
lands. It presents itself as a top 100 university refer-
ring to its consistent position among the 100 highest 
ranked universities in various global rankings7.

At the University of Groningen, collaboration 
has a strong regional component that includes 
both university and non-university networks and 
partners. While the university also prioritizes inter-
national collaboration and competition throughout 
its 2021-2026 Strategic Plan, this institutional plan 
has a noticeably strong focus on regional university 
collaboration, with the Universiteit van het Noorden 
(University of the North) network being highlighted 
throughout the plan. Described in the strategic plan 
as an open network of research universities and 
universities of applied sciences in the Northern Net-
herlands and Northwest Germany, the Universiteit 
van het Noorden is framed as one of the overarching 
elements of university’s strategic plan. Additionally, 
the regional focus of the university’s collaboration 
navigation is displayed in its focus on societal con-
tributions. The strategic plan has an entire section 
that focuses on societal impact, which discusses its 
aim of positively impacting society in collaboration 
with social partners. This aim reveals that while the 
university also positions itself internationally, the 
university has a strong regional orientation, and as 
a result, commits itself clearly to contribute to the 
society around the university through its collabora-
tion with regional partners.

Furthermore, these regional collaboration 
efforts show that the University of Groningen also 
places value on non-university collaboration. For 
example, when it comes to the Universiteit van het 
Noorden network, the university emphasizes the 
participation of not just the involved universities, 
but also the non-academic partners. It proclaims 
that, together with the business community and 
civil society, Universiteit van het Noorden wants to 
fully utilize and increase the economic strength of 
its geographical region on both sides of the Dutch-
German border. Further, in the research vision for 
the university, it is stated that the university aims at 
continuously strengthening and consolidating col-
laboration with international, national and regional 
partners in academia, industry and society. 

In its international collaboration strategy, the 
University of Groningen places specific emphasis 
on European collaboration. The internationalizati-
on section of the 2021-2026 Strategic Plan explicitly 
divides the geographical focus of the strategy into 
three sections: global focus, European focus, and 
regional focus. From this division, one can observe 
two important trends. First, the choice to include 
regional cooperation in the international section 
highlights the importance of regional positioning 
for the University of Groningen, especially conside-
ring that it is already included in other sections of 
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the plan. Further, this division shows that Europe 
is prioritized separately from the rest of the global 
relations, which are grouped together. Important-
ly, when discussing global partnerships, there is a 
strong emphasis on the university’s commitment to 
academic capacity building in the Global South with 
reference to the Sustainable Development Goals. 
In the European section of the strategic plan, it is 
indicated that the university aims at further intensi-
fying European collaboration. An important role in 
this is expected to be played by the European Uni-
versity alliance ENLIGHT of which the University of 
Groningen is one of nine members. With reference 
to expanding funding opportunities for European 
collaboration, the University of Groningen indica-
tes that it wants to contribute to the fundamental 
transformation of European higher education and 
research. The university expects that this commit-
ment to European collaboration will be to the be-
nefit of especially intra-European student mobility 
and research collaboration. 

With respect to how the University of Gronin-
gen navigates competition, the 2021-2026 Strategic 
Plan reveals that the university is competing to re-
tain its place in international rankings, in addition 
to gaining resources, such as students and funding. 
To begin with, the university frames its competition 
for prestige and esteem via international rankings. 
However, it does not appear to strive for a rise in 
ranking and power, but instead the university wants 
to maintain its current high position in the relevant 
international rankings. The University of Gronin-
gen stresses that its competitive edge is the result of 
its researchers and proposes research management 
strategies that support and retain them, in order to 
maintain its institutional competitiveness. Further, 
the competition for resources is an important chal-
lenge for the University of Groningen. Interestingly, 
the university engages this competition through the 
same method as it engages the competition for es-
teem: through the maintenance and support of re-
searchers. According to the strategic plan, “increa-
sing competition for funding and for talent…can 
only be met by being innovative in our research, by 
supporting our staff, by being an attractive employ-
er, and by enhancing our contacts with society”. 

In conclusion, the University of Groningen is 
committed to collaboration with a regional and Eu-
ropean focus, with a specific strategic ambition to 
strengthen collaboration with the Global South, and 
it employs a strategy of maintenance in the com-
petition for funding and highly qualified academic 
staff. Furthermore, the University of Groningen is 
through its regional positioning, which is supported 
by an emphasis on topics such as societal impact, 
confirming the interpretation that universities often 
navigate competition and collaboration in a variety 
of ways depending on the geographical focus iden-
tified. This implies, for example, that in its regional 
positioning collaboration with a variety of part-
ners is a key strategy, without an explicit assumed 

impact on the university’s competitiveness. At the 
European level the university wants to use the ex-
panding funding opportunities to enhance collabo-
ration, which is expected to have a positive impact 
on the university’s competitiveness, for example, in 
the recruitment of highly qualified academic staff. 
At the same time, the commitment to European 
collaboration is also legitimized by the university’s 
ambition to contribute to the tackling of major 
societal transitions. Finally, globally the university 
wants to enhance its competitiveness in order to 
secure and maintain its global status as a top 100 re-
search university, combined with a contribution to 
the SDGs and capacity building in the Global South. 
Further, in the university’s strategic institutional 
partnerships, the importance of collaboration with 
non-university partners is growing. 

The University of Melbourne, Australia
The University of Melbourne is established in 

1853 and is Australia’s second oldest university. It 
presents itself as Australia’s #1 university and lar-
gest research university and is consistently ranked 
among the 40 best research universities in  
the world8.

The University of Melbourne engages in output-
based and strategic navigation of collaboration and 
competition, where increasing focus on regional co-
operation is combined with a strong view towards 
global competitiveness. Specifically, the Universi-
ty of Melbourne navigates both competition and 
collaboration through a strategic, output-based 
approach. This approach is exemplified in the pro-
minence of output related diction throughout the 
university’s key strategic documents. For example, 
the current institutional strategy, Advancing Mel-
bourne 2030, argues that the University of Mel-
bourne needed a new strategy because “the com-
petition between universities and between nations 
for talented people and investment in knowledge 
and innovation is global and intense. Increasingly, 
national competitiveness rests on the strengths of 
universities”. At the same time, the strategy argu-
es that, “the measure of a great university lies in 
the extent and productivity of its collaborations in 
advancing the frontiers of knowledge”. The latter 
perspective is legitimized with the argument that 
the traditionally globally leading research univer-
sities, such as the University of Melbourne, are in-
creasingly challenged by Asian universities. In this 
the strategy shows how the University of Melbourne 
sees collaboration as crucial for being able to deal 
successfully with emerging competitors.

The University of Melbourne navigates colla-
boration and competition, amongst other things, 
through an output-based approach. For example, 
the benefits of international research partnerships 
are presented as increasing the quality, output, and 
impact of research. As a result, a key element of the 
university’s navigation of collaboration and com-
petition is that outcomes and measurable benefits, 



such as income and impact scores, are a driving 
navigational force.

Considering this approach, the university 
promotes institutional collaboration with an in-
creasingly regional and local focus, while retaining 
strategic international partnerships. With respect to 
the university’s regional collaboration aspirations, 
the university strategy writes that one of the global 
priorities for the university is to “become a hub of 
knowledge and research for the Asia Pacific region”. 
While also highlighting the university’s desire to be 
a leader in research on regional challenges, the uni-
versity explains that this priority also aims to create 
partnerships with Asia’s rising research, innovation 
and education powerhouses. This strategic ambi-
tion is operationalized in the document Engaging 
With China 2020-2024, where it states that the uni-
versity will strengthen collaboration with partners 
such as Asialink, the Association of Pacific Rim 
Universities, and joint Australia-China Research 
centers. Further, in the research strategy, the uni-
versity highlights its goal to increase collaboration 
with local, non-university partners, as “Australia 
stands out amongst its global peers as an underper-
former on several metrics of research and develop-
ment, especially as these relate to business activi-
ty”. However, it is important to note that while the 
university’s strategic focus is to enhance strategic 
partnerships in the Asian-Pacific region and locally, 
they still value existing global partnerships because 
they benefit their outputs. The research strategy 
also states that the university “will continue to 
encourage joint research with well-placed European 
and North American scholars, recognizing that pu-
blications co-authored with researchers from these 
regions are cited more frequently and are likely to 
have greater impact”. 

In terms of competition, the University of 
Melbourne’s strategy utilizes outputs to maintain its 
global position. Specifically, the university argues 
that it has moved from an era when it measured 
itself against Australian peers to a context in which 
it measures itself against global peers.9 Further, the 
university indicates that this shift was made possi-
ble by following a strategy aimed at enhancing the 
university’s competitiveness in order to raise its 
global relevance and ranking. For that purpose, it 
emphasized the importance of rewarding impact 
as a goal of research, as well as academic quality. 
From this statement, combined with the section 
on research performance measures, output and 
bibliometric measurements are key aspects of how 
the University of Melbourne navigates its goal to 
cement by 2025 its position “well within the top 
50 research-intensive universities in the world, as 
reflected in the Shanghai Jiao Tong ranking  
and other indices”. 

This discussion of the University of Melbour-
ne’s strategic development highlights some key the-
mes regarding how universities currently navigate 
competition and collaboration. First, the University 

of Melbourne’s global positioning of competition 
combined with an increasing focus on regional 
and local collaboration is a good example of how a 
university navigates the relationship between global 
and regional focuses. Second, the importance of 
measurable outputs, such as bibliometric data, in 
order to gauge the institution’s competitiveness 
reveals how these measurement systems have 
become an important tool for universities to com-
pete. Further, the University of Melbourne’s use of 
bibliometrics to value its collaboration agreements, 
as revealed in its statement on US and European 
partners, suggests that bibliometrics are also an im-
portant tool for measuring the impact of university 
collaboration. Finally, the University of Melbourne 
is an insightful example of how collaboration is 
often navigated strategically, as the university prio-
ritizes retaining and gaining partnerships which 
benefit their own strategic advancement and goals. 

Technical University of Munich, Germany
The Technical University of Munich (TUM) was 

established in 1868 and is currently one of Germa-
ny’s largest universities. It presents itself as the best 
German university, as exemplified by its current 
place in the global university rankings10. 

TUM maintains and strengthens an interna-
tionally competitive profile, amongst other things, 
through building on its national competitiveness. 
Specifically, the institutional strategy TUM Agen-
da 2030 is funded and impacted by the Excellence 
Strategy, a government-initiated funding program 
that rewards both Clusters of Excellence and Uni-
versities of Excellence. As a result, TUM places a 
strong focus on the Excellence Strategy within its 
TUM Agenda 2030 in order to retain its nationally 
competitive edge, which provides both prestige 
and funding that are necessary for furthering the 
university’s competitive international profile. TUM 
is the only technical university that has continuous-
ly retained the excellence status in Germany since 
2006. As the university is both a University of Excel-
lence and a current member of four Clusters of Ex-
cellence, its competitive national profile results in 
funding which is from the government’s perspective 
intended to strengthen the German science location 
in international competition in the long term and to 
make it more internationally visible. 

In consequence of this nationally competitive 
focus within the TUM Agenda 2030, the competi-
tiveness of TUM requires a strong degree of uni-
versity and non-university collaboration within 
Germany. To begin with, the university’s Clusters 
of Excellence are key collaboration activities which 
partner the Technical University of Munich with 
other universities and scientific institutions, such 
as the Max Planck Institute. This means that the 
university gains a competitive research edge, ne-
cessary funding, and heightened esteem from both 
university and non-university collaboration within 
Germany. It is relevant here to mention the ONE 
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MUNICH Strategy Forum, which was established in 
2021 by TUM and the Ludwig-Maximilians-Univer-
sität Munich (LMU). The Forum is supported by the 
Bavarian Ministry of Science and Art to consolidate 
scientific potentials and to strengthen Munich as an 
attractive location in the international scene. In ad-
dition to the two university partners, also a variety 
of non-university organizations participate in ONE 
MUNICH, and this collaboration has until now 
resulted in three interdisciplinary projects cover-
ing Biofabrication, Quantum Communication, and 
Artificial Intelligence and Robotics.

Further, strategic European and internatio-
nal collaboration is utilized by TUM in order to 
strengthen the university’s competitiveness. TUM’s 
worldwide network is made up of diverse strategic 
partnerships and alliances, each with a specific 
profile and focus, that is, strategic networks, flags-
hip partnerships, and global strategic alliances. 
Strategic networks consist of selected TUM part-
ners and enable cross-border and innovative forms 
of collaboration, especially in Europe. One of the 
strategic networks of TUM is a European University 
alliance, called the EuroTeQ Engineering University. 
Flagship partnerships are used by TUM to deepen 
its often decades-long collaboration with leading 
universities worldwide in common areas of exper-
tise. TUM’s current flagship partnerships are with 
Imperial College London (UK), Tsinghua University 
(China), and the University of Queensland (Austra-
lia). Furthermore, TUM’s Global Strategic Alliances 
enable strategic collaborations in formats focused 
thematically on sustainability issues. Currently, 
TUM has formed such a strategic alliance with Kwa-
me Nkrumah University of Science and Technology 
(KNUST) in Ghana. In addition, it has co-founded 
the so-called Indo-German Partnership (IGP), a pro-
ject funded by the DAAD and the Indian University 
Grants Commission. IGP consists of TUM and the 
two Indian Institutes of Technology Bombay and 
Kharagpur. This alliance supports joint research 
focusing on climate change, environment, energy, 
mobility, and transportation.

Ultimately, the ways in which the Technical 
University of Munich navigate collaboration and 
competition can be linked to a number of the the-
mes identified in this study. To begin with, while 
TUM positions itself globally in terms of competi-
tion, national and regional collaboration are utili-
zed as tools to maintain and enhance the univer-
sity’s global competitiveness. This is in line with 
the theme that the positioning of universities as 
either regional or global tends to impact how they 
navigate collaboration and competition. Secondly, 
the university is a good example of how, in addition 
to traditional university partnerships, non-univer-
sity partnerships are becoming increasingly im-
portant for research-intensive universities. This is 
exemplified through the research done by the ONE 
MUNICH Strategy Forum and the Clusters of Excel-
lence. Finally, the obvious trends in the different 

types of international partnerships reveal that TUM 
engages in various types of institutional partners-
hips. This relates to the theme that universities are 
increasingly engaging in strategic partnerships, as 
opposed to symbolic partnerships. Finally, TUM 
also shows that research universities do not use one 
interpretation of competition and collaboration but 
adapt their institutional approaches to both to the 
geographical and thematic-academic focus of the 
strategic goal and activity in question.

Endnotes

1
As a frame of reference, in 2022 the University of Plymouth is ranked 
501-600 in the Shanghai Ranking. Its best ranked subject areas in 
2022 in the same ranking are marine ocean engineering (rank 20) and 
oceanography (rank 50). In the Times Higher Education World University 
Rankings 2023, the University of Plymouth is ranked 401-500.
 
2
See: https://www.bgi.sec.tsukuba.ac.jp/en/partner-organizations/
 
3
The documents that were used for producing these five university over-
views are included as a separate part of the list of consulted literature 
at the end of the report.
 
4
In the Academic Ranking of World Universities (ARWU), for example, 
UCSD is ranked nr 21 in 2022, while it is ranked nr 32 in 2023 in the 
World University Ranking of the Times Higher.
 
5
See: https://plan.ucsd.edu/about#four-grand-research-themes
 
6
In the Academic Ranking of World Universities (ARWU), for example, the 
University of Glasgow was ranked 101-150 in 2022, while it is ranked nr 
82 in 2023 in the World University Ranking of the Times Higher.
 
7
 In the Academic Ranking of World Universities (ARWU), for example, 
the University of Groningen was ranked in the 66th place in 2022, while 
it is ranked in the 75th place in 2023 in the World University Ranking of 
the Times Higher. For the position of the University of Groningen in oth-
er rankings, see: https://www.rug.nl/about-ug/profile/facts-and-figures/
position-international-rankings 

8
In the Academic Ranking of World Universities (ARWU), for example, the 
University of Melbourne was ranked in the 32nd place in 2022, while it 
is ranked in the 34th place in 2023 in the World University Ranking of 
the Times Higher.
 
9
This can be illustrated by the improvement of the university’s place in 
global rankings. While in the 2003 the university was ranked as the sec-
ond Australian university in the 92nd place in the Academic Ranking of 
World Universities (ARWU), in 2022 it was the highest ranked Australian 
university in this ranking in place 32.
 
10 
In the Academic Ranking of World Universities (ARWU), the Technical 
University of Munich (TUM) was ranked in the 56th place in 2022, while 
it is ranked in the 30th place in 2023 in the World University Ranking of 
the Times Higher. In both rankings TUM is the highest placed  
German university.



The remarkable expansion of science reflects 
contrasting and simultaneous trends including 
intensifying competition at all levels complemen-
ted by new forms of strategic collaboration among 
universities. In the academic literature various 
convincing and relevant conceptualizations and 
interpretations of the transformation of compe-
tition and collaboration in higher education can 
be found, however, relatively little valid empirical 
evidence is produced on the effects of new forms of 
competition and collaboration on universities. 

The six themes presented in the previous chap-
ter give several indications of the ways in which 
research universities interpret and use competition 
and collaboration in their strategic development. 
The discussion of the strategic use of competition 
and collaboration in five universities added some 
practical insights to the presentation of the general 
themes. However, they do provide limited empi-
rical evidence on the actual impact of the trans-
formation in competition and collaboration on the 
university, for example, on the behavior and attitu-
des of academics, the development of the quality 
of teaching and research, and the extent to which 
utilitarianism is replacing curiosity in the develop-
ment of research problems. The kind of internatio-
nal comparative research that would contribute to 
our understanding of the impact of the new forms 

of competition and collaboration would require 
levels of funding and research capacity that cur-
rently are not available. This means that university 
leaders must decide how to navigate intensifying 
competition and institutional collaboration without 
valid knowledge on the range of possible impacts 
of both in a period where the global circumstances 
for higher education and research are changing 
rather dramatically.

For identifying a way forward for university 
leaders, several opportunities in navigating compe-
tition and collaboration are identified in this study. 

To begin with, all universities in the study 
highlight sustainability as an important strate-
gic theme and most present contributing to the 
realization of the SDGs as a strategic institutional 
objective. Related to this, the study finds a broad 
commitment among the universities to prioritize 
academic activities addressing climate change, 
renewable energy, and more general the green 
transformation. This commitment involves all 
disciplinary areas of the universities, and is seen as 
requiring collaboration across disciplinary, institu-
tional, national, and cultural boundaries. The latter 
offers important opportunities for universities to 
distance themselves from the negative effects of 
the global competition for status as a zero-sum 
game. A university can only move up in the global 
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rankings if another moves down. Instead of expli-
citly presenting the places in various rankings on 
their website and in institutional documents as 
evidence for their global competitiveness, research 
universities could present sustainability collabora-
tion as a key achievement, for example, by deve-
loping joint websites and information documents 
with their academic, and if applicable, non-acade-
mic partners. Many university leaders criticize ran-
kings, but at the same time, practically all research 
universities refer prominently to their current ran-
kings and the position they want to achieve in fu-
ture rankings. With the serious defects all rankings 
have, university leaders should seriously consider 
whether the continuous reference to rankings is in 
the best interest of their institutions. As indicated, 
if research universities want to highlight their per-
formance this could be presented from a collabora-
tive instead of competitive perspective. This could 
also be a key theme to take up with public authori-
ties, agencies, and other stakeholders: how to move 
from measurements of individual academic perfor-
mance by using impersonal metrics and indicators 
as the foundation for universities’ competitiveness, 
to the assessment of institutional performance in 
the contribution to the achievement of the SDGs 
and other mutually agreed social, economic, and 
cultural objectives? In the latter, collaborative 
achievements could feature prominently. 

In addition, the global acknowledgement of the 
universities’ role in realizing the achievement of the 
SDGs raise some questions about the effectiveness 
of the universities’ organization and governance 
features. One issue to address is the current im-
balance in most universities between disciplinary 
and interdisciplinary academic activities. In this, it 
is of relevance to achieve intra-university unders-
tandings on how disciplinary developments can be 
combined with interdisciplinary research, teaching, 
and knowledge applications. Here various uni-
versities in our study, for example, UCSD, provide 
relevant insights into how a more inter- or multidi-
sciplinary organization of the university could  
look like.  

Furthermore, most universities in this study 
have developed strategic partnerships and/or are 
member of one or more formal alliances that ad-
dress sustainability and climate change themes in 
their collaboration programs. There are also vari-
ous universities in this study that provide insights 
into how strategic collaborations can be used to 
strengthen the participating universities’ institutio-
nal commitment to sustainability, for example, by 
developing complementary areas of expertise.

Given the global challenges with respect to mo-
ving towards more sustainable ways of life, this is a 
profile area that can be used by university leaders 
to undertake collective action, aimed at developing 
joint research agendas and programs at a more 
international level than currently is happening, and 

enhancing both open and strategic research fun-
ding levels at the national level. Collectively, univer-
sity leaders could aim, for example, at convincing 
national public authorities that competition for 
open and strategic sustainability funding should 
not be driven and decided by impersonal references 
and metrics of the individual researchers involved 
in the application, but also by the level and nature 
of the collaboration incorporated in the project for 
which funding is requested. In addition, universi-
ty leaders could undertake collective action with 
respect to the ways in which performance is com-
municated. Global and national university rankings 
do not represent the range of tasks and missions a 
university has, but instead are using a reductionist 
approach that isolates major developments in com-
plex national and global systems and institutions 
to the impact of a single variable. The ratings and 
metrics used internally for assessing faculty perfor-
mance are also reductionistic and do not necessa-
rily measure the performance the university wants 
to reward. Collectively universities could develop 
alternatives for the current performance measure-
ments, which would, for example, allow for a more 
diversified way of measuring the achievements of 
academic staff, including contributions to universi-
ty collaborations, or social engagement activities1. 
As indicated, with respect to assessing and com-
paring the performance of universities, indicators 
focused on sustainability contributions could  
be included.

The second opportunity to mention is that 
universities can more effectively navigate competi-
tion and collaboration by being aware of the risks 
involved in the transformation of competition and 
especially their involvement in the global compe-
tition for status. This concerns, for example, the 
possible impact of the participation in the competi-
tion for status on the internal structure and culture 
of universities with negative effects on their prima-
ry activities and tasks. A second risk is the possible 
loss institutional autonomy, for example, to an 
organization organizing a ranking or an alliance of 
which a university is a member. A third risk is that 
involvement in the global competition for status 
reduces the institutional capacity for undertaking 
other, more fundamental tasks. This might threa-
ten basic institutional values and the purpose of 
universities. A final risk that the global competition 
for status can become an aim in itself, turning into 
entertainment industry with awards and premi-
ums, etc. In this, we can point, for example, to the 
existence of a private sector university ranking in-
dustry, which has clear commercial interests in the 
further development of the global status competi-
tion and in developing new forms of higher educa-
tion competition. Awareness of these risks will help 
in avoiding unproductive investments, for example, 
in competition-oriented staff capacity, and can 
also lead to better matching and less instrumental 



connections of competition and collaboration in the 
strategic development of universities.

The third opportunity relates to various kinds 
of inequities continuing to characterize the global 
science system. Even though the research produc-
tivity of several universities in the Global South is 
increasing, there still is a significant North-South 
gap when it comes to doctoral education capacity 
and productivity, career opportunities for early ca-
reer academics, research infrastructure and equip-
ment, research funding, and administrative support 
structures. The multilateral ideology underlying 
the joint AU-EU Innovation Agenda shows a way 
forward for university leaders also outside Africa 
and Europe when it comes to the creation of equal 
university partnerships in an unequal world. The 
AU-EU Innovation Agenda can be used as a frame of 
reference for collective action of university leaders 
towards national authorities for strongly promoting 
multilateral science collaboration and the need to 
use public funding for supporting global university 
collaboration with multiple purposes, including 
reducing global science inequities. For the sustai-
nable development of all our societies the scientific 
capacity of universities in the Global South needs 
to be structurally enhanced. This is not a short-
term activity but requires long-term investments 
and commitment. The current global competition 
for status excludes nearly all universities from the 
Global South. Long-term commitments to redu-
ce global science inequities are required and the 
coming 10-15 years will form a crucial period for 
realizing these commitments. In this, there are se-
veral examples among the universities in this study 
of strategic partnerships between a university in the 
Global North and a university in the Global South, 
for example, at Cardiff University, the University of 
Glasgow, and the University of Groningen. But even 
at these universities the North-South collaboration 
is between in essence unequal partners, which is 
visible in the organization, governance, funding, 
and presentation of these partnerships. Therefore, 
an important way forward in this is for universities 
involved in North-South partnerships to address the 
various inequality dimensions in the partnership 
and develop a long-term plan for how the partner-
ship will contribute to reducing the inequalities. In 
addition, the presentation of these partnerships can 
become better integrated in the sense of becoming 
more balanced and equal. Currently, information 
on the partnerships is mainly if not exclusively 
found on the websites of the university in the Global 
North, and it is not clear, for example, what the role 
of the university in the Global South is in the part-
nership, nor in how far the partnership contributes 
to reducing inequalities. 

The fourth opportunity concerns the univer-
sities’ dealing with competition in the form of 
performance-based funding (PBF) systems and 
performance agreements. While governments 
increasingly introduce PBF systems, there is little 

evidence that they produce the intended outcomes 
in the sense of improved performance of universi-
ties in agreed upon areas, overall quality of educa-
tion and research, or a more efficient use of public 
funding. In this universities could contribute to a 
better understanding of the pros and cons of PBF 
systems and performance agreements, for example, 
by instigating the development of an international 
data basis on the nature and impact of PBF systems. 
Given public authorities’ emphasis on using perfor-
mance as a central parameter in the public funding 
of universities, it is crucial that the evidence basis 
for this funding development is significantly impro-
ved, and universities should consider how they can 
contribute to this improvement.

Finally, research universities should consider 
how they could respond collectively to the global 
shift from open research funding to strategic, the-
matic research funding programs. This shift under-
mines necessary long-term commitments to basic 
research2 and research priorities identified by the 
academic community. As argued at the fifth anni-
versary of the European Research Council (ERC) 
by the ERC’s then President Helga Nowotny, “we 
simply do not know what we do not know”.3 Also 
from an academic freedom perspective it is therefo-
re important to create and maintain ample oppor-
tunities for academics to follow their own research 
agenda. In addition, it is important that university 
leaders use their authority to pressure public autho-
rities and agencies in their own country to maintain 
academic representatives in the boards of national 
research councils and other relevant bodies. The 
current ‘de-sectorization’ of the public governan-
ce of especially research consists, for example, of 
the replacement of top academics in the boards of 
research councils and other relevant agencies by 
members who represent certain socio-economic or 
political interests but lack an understanding of the 
specific features of academia and the main national 
and global scientific developments.

 

Endnotes
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See, for example, John Douglas’s discussion of ranking and ‘world class’ 
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post.php?story=20230228140706761)
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ry-brussels-29-february-2012_330
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Collaboration and competition have always 
been part of higher education in one form or 
another. However, throughout the last decades 
quite dramatic transformations of competition 
and collaboration have been taking place in higher 
education, which can be argued to have potentially 
far-reaching effects on higher education systems 
and institutions around the world. One of the 
dominant, New Public Management (NPM) inspi-
red narratives in this transformation is that com-
petition for resources among universities leads to 
better performance in the form of higher quality of 
education and research, lower dropout rates, hig-
her research productivity, and more efficient use 
of funding, than high levels of basic public grants. 
This narrative emerged as part of changing gover-
nance relationships between higher education and 
public authorities embedded in many countries 
in NPM modes of public governance. In addition, 
higher education systems and institutions were 
affected by dramatic sectoral transformations. The-
se include the unprecedented growth in student 
numbers often referred to as massification, the sig-
nificant increase of public and private investments 
in academic research, the inflation plus increase 
in the costs of higher education and research, as 
well as the growing political and economic interest 
in the outcomes of higher education as a conse-

quence of the rise of the notion of the knowledge 
economy. The latter strongly contributed to higher 
education and research becoming politically more 
important, which in practice meant that they were 
treated less as a special, rather protected sector, 
but gradually more like other public sectors with 
the consequence of being subjected to the same 
requirements concerning performance, relevance, 
responsiveness, use-orientation and accountability.

In particular, the transformation of competi-
tion has received significant attention in academic 
literature and higher education practice. This 
included the assumed relationship between the 
enhanced global competitiveness of universities 
and the economic competitiveness of their home 
countries. The growing use of competition by pub-
lic authorities was largely anchored in this assump-
tion and expected that enhanced global compe-
titiveness of universities would make them more 
attractive for talented students and high quality 
staff, and would also stimulate the production of 
economically relevant knowledge. While collabora-
tion has also changed in higher education, and has 
become more strategic, institutional and formal, 
its transformation has received less attention. In 
addition, competition and collaboration have often 
been treated and conceptualized separately, and in 
the limited efforts to interpret the relationship bet-

Competition and  
collaboration in higher  
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ween the two, it has in general been assumed that 
the transformation and more strategic, institutional 
use of collaboration is driven by the universities’ 
ambition to enhance their global competitiveness. 

Strikingly, while the academic literature con-
tains many valid and relevant conceptualizations of 
competition and collaboration, there are only a few 
empirical studies on the effects of the transformati-
ons of competition and/or collaboration, and prac-
tically all of these are national.1 In addition, public 
authorities and agencies seem to believe strongly in 
the positive effects of especially competition on the 
quality of public services such as higher education 
and research. However, they are hardly ever effecti-
vely evaluating the use of different forms of com-
petitive or collaborative instruments or programs, 
such as performance based funding. 

So where are we in our understanding of the 
transformation of competition and collaboration 
in higher education? As indicated, the academic 
literature presents a rather thorough academic un-
derstanding of the nature of the transformation in 
competition and collaboration, but limited insights 
into the effects of the transformation on academic 
behavior, quality of teaching and learning, use of 
public funds, etc. For that, large, comparative re-
search projects are needed, for which currently the 
funding and academic capacity is generally lacking. 
Nonetheless, this study provides relevant insights 
into the transformation of competition and colla-
boration in higher education based on a review of 
the academic literature and an examination of key 
documents and information from selected universi-
ties. Important findings of the study with respect to 
competition include:

• The transformation of competition has led 
to the emergence of universities as com-
petitors, where before, the competitors in 
academia were individual academics (and 
their teams) and countries.

• It is essential to make a distinction between 
the global competition among research uni-
versities for status, and the national com-
petition for resources. Only a few research-
intensive universities compete globally for 
staff, students and financial resources, but 
even for these universities, the national 
competition for resources is essential.

• The global competition among universi-
ties for status is usually aimed at maintai-
ning the current status position instead of 
seriously challenging universities with a 
higher status. One of the few factors that 
can change the relative status quo in global 
university status is a fundamental increase 
in public funding, as has been the case, for 
example, in China.

• Participating in the global competition for 
status incorporates a number of risks for 
universities, including loss of autonomy, 

reduction instead of increase in status, and 
reducing the institutional capacity for the 
primary academic tasks  
and activities.

• Universities generally refer to rankings 
when it comes to declaring their global 
status. Even though university leaders often 
criticize rankings and are aware of the 
serious defect of rankings, they still seem to 
accept them as the main evidence for their 
global competitiveness. At the same time, 
we can observe the emergence of a ranking 
and ‘world class’ fatigue among universities 
in various countries (Douglas 2023).

• The performance of universities as, for 
example, presented in rankings, is based 
on the assessment of individual academic 
performance with the use of impersonal 
metrics and ratings. Little progress has 
been made on assessing the performance 
of institutions as a whole. 

When it comes to collaboration, the study’s  
findings include:

• New types of institutional collaboration 
have emerged that should be distinguished 
from traditional forms of university coope-
ration. The latter is driven by expedience, 
characterized by limited objectives, short 
timeframes and agreements, and less com-
mitment and risk-taking. Collaboration, on 
the other hand, involves long-term com-
mitment in working toward a long-term 
joint vision or goal that results in somet-
hing new. For that purpose, collaboration 
requires mutual respect, trust, openness, 
shared decision-making and shared  
risk-taking.

• Inter-university partnerships and mem-
bership of formal alliances form the main 
types of strategic institutional collabora-
tion in higher education. These can be 
national and/or international.

• Multiple aims of the new types of univer-
sity collaborations have been identified, 
including contributing to the competitive-
ness of the institutions involved, serving 
certain economic interests, reducing risks, 
and organizational learning.

• An area where university collaboration has 
flourished is sustainability. For many uni-
versities, sustainability has become a key 
component of their institutional profile. 
These universities use strategic partners-
hips and membership of alliances as an 
important means for realizing their institu-
tional goals in the area of sustainability. 

• In their strategic plans and other institu-
tional documents, and on their websites, 
most universities pay more attention to 
their strategic collaborations than to their 



competitive ambitions and behavior. Most 
universities present various types of part-
nerships and alliances of which they are 
member. In the overview of these part-
nerships and alliances, various purposes 
and strategic ambitions are highlighted. 
Various universities, for example, ex-
press their commitment to contributing to 
academic capacity building in the Global 
South by one or more strategic partners-
hips with a university located in a low-in-
come country.

Furthermore, the study has discussed how the rela-
tionship of these two concepts can be interpreted. 
Important findings are:

• The use of strategic collaboration by uni-
versities to maintain or strengthen their 
global competitiveness. In some cases, 
the use of collaboration for supporting or 
enhancing the university’s global competiti-
veness is mentioned explicitly, while other 
universities refer to this relationship more 
implicitly.

• This instrumental use of strategic insti-
tutional collaborations is in some cases 
promoted by a governmental funding 
program that is aimed at enhancing the 
global competitiveness of selected national 
universities. This concerns, for example, 
government-university performance agree-
ments and University Excellence programs.

• Overall, the study did not identify valid 
examples of university collaborations being 
limited, or negatively affected by competi-
tion, either for global status or for national 
resources. 

An overall finding is that in practice, the uni-
versities in this study connect new forms of com-
petition and collaboration in an instrumental way 
(‘collaboration enhancing competitiveness’), and at 
the same time are committed to using and further 
developing strategic collaborations for non-compe-
titive purposes. This implies that universities navi-
gate competition and collaboration partly by using 
collaboration in an instrumental way to enhance 
their competitiveness, and partly by decoupling 
strategic collaboration from competition and com-
petitiveness. One could interpret this as universities 
being able to use competition and collaboration 
both in tightly and loosely coupled ways. 

The study has shown that research universities 
are using new forms of competition and collabo-
ration in their strategic development, but not in 
a homogeneous way. The varieties in the ways in 
which universities use competition and collaborati-
on can be explained partly by a university’s national 
context and geographical location, and partly by 
the specific features and strategic ambitions of the 
university in question. Longitudinal, comparative 
research is needed to get a better understanding of 
the effects of the transformation of competition and 

collaboration, and its use by public authorities and 
university leaders on the inner life of universities, 
including the quality of its primary activities, the 
behavior and scientific orientations of its academic 
staff, and the commitment of students. 

Endnotes
1 
For example, the project Q-KNOW is aimed at analyzing how collabora-
tion affects the development of quality in science in Germany (https://
www.q-know.org/), while the research group ‘Multiple competition in 
higher education’ is focusing on the development of a comprehensive 
understanding of multiple competition in higher education in Germany 
(https://www.uni-kassel.de/forschung/en/27/incher/research/multi-
ple-competition-in-higher-education/dfg-research-group-multiple-com-
petition-in-higher-education).
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