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Abstract: Beyond the traditional mission of teaching and research, universities face the challenge
to articulate sustainable forms of competitive advantage. The academic literature mentions
numerous key factors, but the need for an integrative framework that highlights the major
perspectives, and their characteristic elements persists. The paper aims to explore the
multidimensionality of competitive advantage in higher education context from the perspective
of scientific production that addresses this topic. Using data from the Web of Science query and
the PRISMA model, a conceptual framework focused on five interconnected dimensions emerged:
the educational dimension, the research dimension, the community relationship dimension, the
social responsibility and sustainability dimension, and the internationalization dimension. The
study provides a reference framework for understanding competitive advantage in higher
education, which can serve as a benchmark for both research and practice of strategic
management in higher education.

Keywords: competitive advantage, higher education, content analysis, multidimensionality,
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Introduction

Inspired by Porter's (1985) framework, the concept of competitive advantage (CA) has
been explored in all its facets and in relation to a wide range of industries. Farida and
Setiawan (2022) discuss this concept in the context of business strategies for small and
medium enterprises, highlighting the crucial role of innovation in achieving it. Krakowski
et al. (2023) link CA to artificial intelligence, while the study by Shehadeh et al. (2023)
reveals that digital transformation, entrepreneurial orientation, and innovation
collectively create CA. Additionally, Stefan et al. (2016) also portray CA within the medical
sector as a multidimensional concept that integrates economic, quality, social, and
strategic perspectives.

The field of education is nonetheless one that researchers have focused on extensively
regarding the state of competitiveness and gaining an advantage in this regard (Bratianu
& Lefter, 2001). Facing a dynamic international market, evolving regulations, and more
demanding international students, the higher education (HE) industry in many countries
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is undergoing rapid change (Sultan & Yin Wong, 2014). This significant transformation is
fueled by intensified competition that arises from both internal sources, such as
institutional leadership and students, and external pressures from entities like
governments, global corporations, and ranking organizations (Bratianu, 2002, 2022; Hart
& Rodgers, 2024). Consequently, in today’s academic landscape, universities are
struggling to differentiate themselves, in dire need of a distinctive CA. With more options
available, students now have greater power in choosing where to study, and academic
institutions must therefore focus on building a distinct brand image to navigate this
challenging environment (Panda et al., 2019). While significant progress has been made,
a unified model encompassing all key dimensions of CA within the academic sector
remains to be established. Given all above, the present paper aims to answer the following
question:

What are the main dimensions of CA in HE from the perspective of academic literature?

Hence, the scope of this paper is to provide an integrative conceptual framework for
understanding CA in HE by applying a qualitative content analysis to academic literature,
focusing on structuring a multidimensional model of university competitiveness. By
adopting this approach, the authors seek to build an integrated model that transcends
fragmented perspectives, thereby capturing the high level of complexity of CA in today's
academic world.

The structure of the paper includes a conceptual section that covers the fundamental
framework of CA and its connection to HE institutions. It then moves to the
methodological part, which highlights the entire research process, the utility of each step,
and the justification for using qualitative content analysis. This is followed by a
presentation of the results, a discussion section that shows how various academic studies
relate to these findings, and finally, conclusions that are based on the study's theoretical
and practical implications, limitations, and future research directions.

Competitive advantage in higher education

The concept of CA refers to the characteristics of individual products or markets that will
help a company gain a better position over its competitors (De Haan, 2015). This is also
supported by Porter (2008), who speaks about CA as the ability of an organization to
develop unique and sustainable value, with the help of resources that contribute to the
differentiation from its competitors. Moreover, the value chain is the foundation of this,
where organizations conduct their activities to achieve the highest possible performance.
At the same time, he argues that CA can be achieved through lower costs, differentiation,
or by focusing on a specific market segment. Hence, these concepts have also formed the
basis for conceptual framework in the field of education, where we can observe how
universities are increasingly competing for resources, students, and academic prestige.

However, in the last decade, globalization and new technologies have dramatically
increased the expectations of stakeholders and amplified the complexity of international
management processes. In this scenario, the role of universities goes way beyond the
traditional teaching and research roles. For example, they really help with social and
economic development, make it easier to share knowledge with the business world, and
create a good environment for entrepreneurial initiatives (Miotto et al., 2020).

While originally developed for the business world, CA and competitiveness theories have
started to make their way into the HE sector. The reason for this is that universities, like
companies, face the same type of competition, both needing to survive and achieve better
results (De Haan, 2015).
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In the current environment, administrators of public universities face a series of complex
challenges resulting from reduced public funding, increased competition at both the
national and international levels, and the rising expectations of stakeholders. Moreover,
they are under increasing pressure to demonstrate transparency and accountability in all
their activities. Consequently, both internal and external stakeholders demand higher
standards in terms of research and teaching quality, knowledge efficiency, graduate
employability, and community involvement (Miotto et al., 2020).

In the last few years, HE institutions have faced several major challenges, caused by the
growing process of internationalization, the fast-changing job market, and the increasing
demand for innovative teaching and learning methods. As a result, universities are
competing harder to get the best students, hire high performing teachers, form strategic
partnerships with businesses, and build modern and attractive educational
infrastructures. In parallel, financial difficulties and reduced government support have
increased the need to develop sustainable strategies that make institutions more
attractive and resilient to change (Miotto et al., 2020).

These challenges have also intensified the debate on how competition and
competitiveness shape the long-term performance of HE institutions. In their review of
the literature on competition in HE, Hart and Rodgers (2024) identify the main sources of
both internal and external competition and examine how these factors influence
institutional performance. The authors show that, although competition can stimulate the
quality of teaching, research, and innovation, it can also generate negative effects, such as
stress, a decline in service quality, and damage to reputation. The study proposes
conceptual frameworks that clarify the relationships between resources, competition, and
CA and offers recommendations for balancing academic excellence, quality management,
and strategic collaborations.

Several main sources for competitive growth in HE can be found in the specialized
literature. A university's brand image and reputation are key elements that attract more
students and help strengthen the university's position in the field of education (Panda et
al,, 2019). Particularly important sources of differentiation are the quality of research and
teaching, combined with international recognition and academic performance (Hart &
Rogers, 2024).

Miotto et al. (2020) argues that the role of universities has gone way beyond the
traditional limits of teaching and research, with them becoming key players in social and
economic development and in boosting entrepreneurship. In contrast, Panda et al. (2019)
place emphasis on institutional branding and reputation as important factors in attracting
students and strengthening position in the education market. Hart and Rogers (2024)
complement these perspectives by showing that sources of competitiveness should be
understood not only as tangible advantages - such as infrastructure or educational
programs - but also as intangible dimensions, such as public perception, strategic
collaborations, and the quality of academic management. Comparing these contributions,
we observe that the literature combines two major directions: on the one hand, the focus
on concrete resources and infrastructure, and on the other hand, the importance of image
factors and external relations, which can determine the success of a university in the
competitive global context.

Research highlights the specific ways in which universities build their CA. For example,
Boscor (2015) conducted a study on Transilvania University of Brasov, highlighting the
role of program diversity, international collaborations, and local reputation in
strengthening the university's position. At the same time, we can see how Rosdi (2017)
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showed that research universities in Malaysia contribute to the development of CA by
combining unique resources with strategic capabilities and internationalization
initiatives. Thus, we can state that this CA in HE emerges both from visible strategies, such
as educational programs and collaborations with external partners, and from unique
resources that cannot be replicated by competitors.

Analyzing the literature, we can say that CA in HE does not have a single source but is
made up of several factors. Studies have highlighted that elements such as a university's
image and reputation (Panda et al.,, 2019), the quality of research and the diversity of
university programs (Boscor, 2015), as well as unique resources (Rosdi, 2017) play a very
important role in differentiating universities. At the same time, the position of universities
in a global context is strengthened by internationalization processes and the development
of strategic partnerships, as this global market becomes increasingly competitive (Hart &
Rogers, 2024). Therefore, the literature argues that universities that manage to implement
these dimensions have a better chance of achieving much higher performance, as they are
much better prepared and, at the same time, they outline their long-term relevance.

Materials and Methods

This study aims to establish a reference framework for the CA of HE institutions through
its multidimensionality. To achieve this, the analysis conducted is both qualitative and
quantitative, specifically a content analysis which, with its objective and systematic
nature, studies communication to formulate valid and replicable conclusions. This study
places a greater emphasis on its qualitative side, attempting to group the specific elements
of CA for universities into well-defined categories for later interpretation (Harwood &
Garry, 2003; Prasad, 2008).

The research process is based on a query of the Web of Science database (Clarivate, 2025),
using keywords such “competitive advantage” or “competitive strategy” at the intersection
with “higher education”, "universit*” or "academia”, using the Topic filter. Figure 1 presents
the PRISMA diagram (Page et al., 2021) specific to the entire query process. In the first
stage, 1,926 publications were identified in the database according to the aforementioned
terms. These were then checked and filtered according to the following requirements: (1)
written in English; (2) document type - Article, Early Access or Review Article; (3)
included only in Social Sciences Citation Index (SSCI) given that topics based on HE field
and competitive advantage are generally rooted in the social sciences and (4) to be
published between 2020 and 2025 to capture the specificities of the dynamics of CA in the
contemporary period. Publications that did not meet these criteria, a total of 1,751, were
excluded. Furthermore, the abstracts of the 175 documents that successfully passed the
filtering process were checked to see if they aligned with the purpose of the analysis, and
141 of these were excluded at this stage. Hence, 34 abstracts of publications that
corresponded to the research scope were considered for further analyses.
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Figure 1. PRISMA diagram
(Source: Author's conception adapted from Page et al., 2021)

Furthermore, with the help of the QDA Miner Lite software program (Provalis Research,
2025), the content of the 34 abstracts included in the analysis was analyzed. The
foundation of the analysis was inspired by Strategy of the Bucharest University of
Economic Studies 2020-2030 (2019), which highlights the existence of for key areas
characteristic of CAs in the academic environment, namely: (1) education dimension -
focuses on developing students creative thinking and practical skills, ensuring their
successful integration into the national and European job markets; (2) scientific research
dimension - dedicated to advancing knowledge and addressing current societal challenges
through research projects and to facilitate collaboration in interdisciplinary research
teams for generating practical solutions for the Romanian, European, and global
economies; (3) relations with the community and the economic and social environment
dimension - centered on building and strengthening strong ties with the community and
to capitalize on the diverse and skilled human capital of both faculty and students to foster
partnerships at local, national, and international levels; (4) international relations and
internationalization dimension - aims to position the university as a global hub by
attracting foreign students and partners.

Results

Table 1 presents the reference framework for CA in HE institutions, representing the
conceptual foundation derived from the content analysis of the 34 abstracts of the
targeted publications. The results span three levels. The first level reflects the key
dimensions, which are representative of each facet of academic activity, the second level
focuses on segmenting each dimension to highlight all the layers that compose it and,
finally, the third level comprises the specific terms discovered through the analysis
process, the grouping of which made it possible to structure the entire framework.
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Table 1. Reference Framework for CA in Universities

Dimension Category Key Terms for Analysis
Educational .
Educational management strategy,
Management . .
Planning, Operational management
and Strategy
Student expectations, Student
Student experience, Academic interest, Student
Experience and recruitment, Student retention, Student
Engagement attraction, Study options, Student
satisfaction, Emotional attachment
Graduate Employability, Transition between HE
Employability and the labor market, Career
and Career management
. Workplace climate, Academic staff
E(.iucatu.)nal Academic satisfaction, Academic staff rewards,
Dimension Human resource management practices,
Human . .
Effectiveness of academic talents and
Resources . . . .
skills, Academic freedom, Quality of life
at work, Institutional hierarchies
Teaching, Teaching-learning methods,
Teaching- Pedagogy, Distance learning, Online
Learning programs, Curriculum flexibility,
Process and Educational services, Doctoral
Curriculum qualifications, Educational quality,

Library services

Learning and

Artificial intelligence adoption,
Knowledge internalization, Knowledge

Knowledge . . .
, acquisition, Learning environment,
Environment .
Business schools
Knowledge management capabilities,
Process capabilities, Structural
capabilities, Management behavior,
Organizational Strategic management practices,
Management University vision, Technical capabilities,
and Managerial capabilities, Digital
Competencies competence, Academic competencies,
Cognitive capabilities, Knowledge-
oriented leadership, Transformational
leadership, Transactional leadership
Research activity, Knowledge transfer,
. . Research . C e
Research Dimension Publication / publication in top
Process and . .
journals, Research evaluation,
Impact .
Innovation, Performance
Research resources, Intellectual capital,
Resources, Internal financial support for research,
Infrastructure Artificial intelligence, Digital
and Technology | transformation, Digitalization,
Technological change
. Hybrid strategies, High-level research
Strategic .. . .
policies, Learning evolution,
Approach

Knowledge-oriented culture
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Reputation and
Image

Legitimacy, Reputation, Brand, Social
media, National and international
rankings, Top universities, Non-elite
universities

Information exchange, Stakeholders,
Community collaboration, Partner
support, Access to external knowledge
and capabilities, Student relations,

Collaboration Academic partnerships,
and Interdepartmental cooperation
Partnerships alliances, Partnerships with companies,
. . Interorganizational relations, Academic
Community Relations . . .
. . networks, Collaborative university,
Dimension
Technology transfer, Graduate
employers
Institutional environment,
Institutional Organizational factors, Institutional
Environment changes, Strategic marketing,
Competitive strategy
Market characteristics, Competition,
Competitiveness, External pressures,
Regional development, National needs,
External Context .
Labor market relations, Government
policies, Industry and external market,
Cultural / social capital
Corporate social responsibility,
Management b . p y
Sustainable development /
and Strategy o , o
sustainability, Economic sustainability
Social Responsibility Human Sustainable human resource
and Sustainability Resources and management, Lifelong learning, Career
Dimension Learning sustainability / career ecosystems
Social Impact Social context, Public programs,
and Role in Distribution (of wealth, jobs, power),
Society Globalization
Internationalization strategy, Strategic
Strategy and e . .gy . &
positioning, Internationalization
Resources .
resources, International HE
Transnational and cross-border
Partnerships partnerships, Selection of international
and partners, Collaboration with foreign
Collaboration specialists, Foreign systems, European
HE area, Faculty exchange program
Internationalization Y g .p g -
. . Status of graduates returning to their
Dimension . .
home country, Competencies acquired
Impact and abroad, International job market for
Outcomes academic staff, Doctoral degree
obtained abroad, Double degrees, Joint
degrees
Regional differences, Contextual
Context and . .
) differences, National macro level,
Environment

Regional level, Local level

(Source: Authors with the help of QDA Miner Lite program, Provalis Research, 2025)
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The analysis reveals that a university's CA is built upon a structure consisting of five main
pillars, four of them inspired by Strategy of the Bucharest University of Economic Studies
2020-2030 (2019), respectively educational, research, community relations and
internalization dimensions, to which is added the dimension of social responsibility and
sustainability which deals with integrating the principles of sustainable development and
promoting inclusion and diversity. The educational dimension is defined by its focus on the
student journey and academic processes, exploring topics from educational management
and strategy to student experience and engagement, graduate employability and career,
academic human resources, the teaching-learning process and curriculum, and the overall
learning and knowledge environment. The research dimension delves into the university's
capacity for innovation and knowledge creation, encompassing organizational
management and competencies, the research process and impact, resources,
infrastructure and technology, and its overarching strategic approach. In terms of external
relationships, the community relations dimension covers the university's reputation and
image, its collaboration and partnerships, the institutional environment, and the broader
external context. The social responsibility and sustainability dimension outlines the
institution's role in society, detailing its management and strategy, human resources and
learning initiatives, and its ultimate social impact and role in society. Lastly, the
internationalization dimension focuses on global presence, addressing strategy and
resources, partnerships and collaboration, impact and outcomes, and the context and
environment of international operations.

Discussion

In the first instance, we discuss the educational dimension. This dimension is composed of
six segments, presented below. Educational management and strategy refers to
educational management strategy, whose path undergoes changes due to digital
transformation (Hashim et al., 2022), as well as planning and operational management,
which, if rigorous, ensure the efficient functioning, effectiveness, and long-term viability
of educational programs (Warren & Churchill, 2022). As for the Student Experience and
Engagement category, the analysis revealed that student experience and student
engagement (Aledo-Ruiz et al., 2022) are essential for a university's competitive strategy,
and success in this area is closely tied to intangible and strategic factors. Student
expectations can be managed through digital transformation (Hashim et al., 2022) and
through the rigorous planning of study options, such as distance learning programs
(Warren & Churchill, 2022). Student recruitment and retention depend on the university's
ability to enhance student attraction. This is achieved by offering international study
options, such asjoint programs (Kralova et al., 2024). Also, an essential factor contributing
to student satisfaction and retention is emotional attachment, which is built on concrete
elements, such as the university's reputation and corporate social responsibility practices
(Aledo-Ruiz et al,, 2022; Ozer et al., 2023). With regard to Graduate Employability and
Career, employability represents a CA for graduates, based on their acquired skills and the
resources they possess (Gu et al, 2022; Li, 2024). This competence is crucial in the
transition between HE and the labor market, a complex process that can be better
understood through a resources-based approach (Li, 2024). The success of graduates’
career management depends on understanding their needs through theoretical
frameworks like career ecosystems (Donald et al., 2020).

In terms of Academic Human Resources, workplace climate contributes to a university's
reputation (Miotto et al., 2020), while quality of life at work and academic freedom are
important factors, especially in business schools (Khatun et al, 2023). Regarding
personnel, academic staff satisfaction is a consequence of fair human resource
management practices, including systems for academic staff rewards (Gu et al., 2022).
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Through these practices, universities can maximize the effectiveness of academic talents
and skills (Gu et al., 2022), ensuring healthy and competitive development. Furthermore,
institutional hierarchies influence hiring and career decisions (Chiang, 2025). Teaching-
Learning Process and Curriculum category show that the process of teaching and
curriculum flexibility are essential for adapting to new demands in HE (Liang et al., 2025).
Teaching-learning methods and pedagogy are being modernized, influenced by digital
innovation and labor market demands (Marulanda-Grisales & Vera-Acevedo, 2023;
Mortimer & Escalante, 2022). To provide high-quality education, universities rely on
educational quality and the strategic development of their educational services (Crupi &
Mortara, 2025; Marulanda-Grisales & Vera-Acevedo, 2023). These include distance
learning and online programs, which require rigorous strategic planning to ensure
viability (Warren & Churchill, 2022). Academic support is crucial: achievements like
doctoral qualifications are essential (Chiang, 2025), and modernizing resources such as
library services contributes to an effective learning process (Okunlaya et al.,, 2023).
Regarding Learning and Knowledge Environment, we note that artificial intelligence
adoption directly influences the learning environment (Erdmann & Toro-Dupouy, 2025;
Okunlaya et al, 2023), transforming academic processes. Within universities, and
especially in business schools (Schlegelmilch et al, 2025), success depends on the
processes of knowledge acquisition and knowledge internalization (Crupi & Mortara,
2025), which are essential processes for developing managerial competencies.

The second main source area of CA is the research dimension, spread across four segments.
The first of these, Organisational Management and Competencies, captures knowledge-
oriented leadership through transformational and transactional leadership styles, which
directly influence knowledge management capabilities, including structural and process
capabilities (Bagherimajd & Khajedad, 2025). Moreover, management behavior
(Nurcholis, 2021) and strategic management practices (Hashim et al., 2022) are crucial for
aligning university vision (Hashim et al., 2022) with institutional objectives. In terms of
competencies, the articles emphasize the importance of academic competencies (Deitz et
al,, 2023), managerial capabilities and technical capabilities (Sanders & Wong, 2021). The
development of these, including cognitive capabilities (Crupi & Mortara, 2025) and digital
competence (Vaillant & Lafuente, 2025), is necessary for navigating the complex HE
environment. Research Process and Impact focuses on how academic institutions manage
their research activity to ensure high performance (Zhe et al., 2023) and maintain a CA. To
achieve this, universities use research evaluation systems (Zhe et al., 2023) and encourage
publication, especially in top journals (Deitz et al., 2023), to solidify their reputation and
authority. Innovation (Igbal, 2021) is a key outcome of research, supported by knowledge
transfer (Vesperi et al., 2021) to the business sector, thus strengthening the link between
the academic and economic environments.

In the sphere of Resources, Infrastructure and Technology, digital transformation, along
with digitalization (Hashim et al., 2022) and technological change (Schlegelmilch et al,,
2025), is redefining the academic environment. A key resource in this context is artificial
intelligence (Erdmann & Toro-Dupouy, 2025; Okunlaya et al, 2023), which plays a
transformative role in services and processes. Institutional capital is equally important.
Intellectual capital (Marulanda-Grisales & Vera-Acevedo, 2023) is a valuable research
resource. However, it seems that internal financial support for research (Khatun et al.,
2023) is an area where many institutions face challenges. From a Strategic Approach point
of view, high-level research policies directly influence institutional decisions, and to
implement them, universities use hybrid strategies (Liang et al,, 2025). These strategies
are essential for adapting to a rapidly changing environment based on a learning evolution
approach (Hashim et al,, 2022). In addition, a knowledge-oriented culture (Igbal, 2021) is
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vital for facilitating knowledge transfer and supporting innovation at the academic and
organizational levels.

The content analysis continues with the community relations dimension which presents
itself in four facets. Reputation and Image are essential intangible assets for a CA.
Reputation and legitimacy (Miotto et al., 2020) are influenced by various factors, from the
university's brand to social media content (Karadag et al., 2024). National and international
rankings (Kralova et al., 2024) are important tools that influence public perception and
legitimize performance, differentiating top universities (Chiang, 2025) from non-elite
universities (Gu et al., 2022). Collaboration and Partnerships are vital elements for the
survival and growth of HE institutions. Relationships with stakeholders (Miotto et al.,
2020), including student relations (Ozer et al.,, 2023), are fundamental, and community
collaboration (Miotto et al., 2020) is becoming an essential aspect. Institutions rely on
partner support (Erdmann & Toro-Dupouy, 2025) and form various academic partnerships
(Rauf & Abbasi, 2024), including interdepartmental cooperation alliances (Marulanda-
Grisales & Vera-Acevedo, 2023) to solidify their position. Collaboration with the external
environment, such as partnerships with companies (Crupi & Mortara, 2025; Vesperi et al,,
2021), is gaining increasing importance. These partnerships allow access to external
knowledge and capabilities (Sanders & Wong, 2021) and facilitate technology transfer
(Ventura et al., 2020). A collaborative university (Ventura et al., 2020) builds academic
networks (Chiang, 2025) and interorganizational relations (Vesperi etal., 2021), which are
also essential in the relationship with graduate employers (Donald et al., 2020) through
information exchange (Hashim et al.,, 2022).

The institutional environment is distinguished by organizational factors (Vesperi et al.,
2021) that are essential for responding to pressures from the institutional environment
(Erdmann & Toro-Dupouy, 2025). Organizations must adapt to institutional changes
(Patnaik et al., 2022) by revising their competitive strategy and strategic marketing
(Karadag et al,, 2024). Universities operate in a complex External Context, which strongly
influences their strategy and functioning. The authorities exert pressure through high-
level government policies (Hong & Hardy, 2022), and institutions must respond to national
needs and contribute to regional development (Li & Xue, 2024). In an environment with
external pressures, universities face intense competition to maintain their competitiveness
(Hart & Rodgers, 2024). This is true across various markets, from the labor market (Li,
2024) to the industry and external market (Hong & Hardy, 2022). In this context, cultural
and social capital (Li, 2024) becomes a significant element of CA.

The dimension of social responsibility and sustainability is explored through the prism of
three segments. From the Management and Strategy lens, sustainable development (Zhe et
al, 2023) and economic sustainability (Hong & Hardy, 2022) are key objectives for
universities, aiming for a sustainable CA. In this context, corporate social responsibility
(Aledo-Ruiz et al., 2022) and sustainability (Hong & Hardy, 2022) are integrated into
various aspects of university strategy. In addition, Human Resources and Learning
processes are increasingly oriented toward sustainability. Donald et al. (2020) explores
the conceptualization of sustainable graduate careers through models like career
ecosystems. They emphasize the importance of lifelong learning and sustainable human
resource management, which are essential for ensuring the long-term employability of
graduates. Regarding Social Impact and Role in Society, in the landscape of globalization
and hyper-competition (Miotto et al., 2020), academic institutions are involved in public
programs (Abu Sa'a & Gunnarsson, 2025) to facilitate access to knowledge. Furthermore,
universities play a role in the distribution (Li, 2024) of power and status, thus influencing
the social mobility of graduates.
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The last pillar of the analysis, the internationalization dimension, is divided into four
directions. In terms of Strategy and Resources, internationalization is an essential
strategic direction for HE (Hong & Hardy, 2022). Universities are adopting an
internationalization strategy (Nurcholis, 2021) to strengthen their strategic positioning (Li
& Xue, 2024) in a competitive global market. In this process, internationalization resources
(Li & Xue, 2024) become crucial for supporting their objectives and maintaining a CA.
Partnerships and Collaboration, as a main component of the internationalization strategy,
include transnational and cross-border partnerships (Mortimer & Escalante, 2022; Sanders
& Wong, 2021), the selection of international partners (Sanders & Wong, 2021) which is
done carefully to ensure synergies, collaboration with foreign specialists (Kralova et al.,
2024) and faculty exchange programs (Khatun et al., 2023). Such cooperation is facilitated
by foreign systems (Chiang, 2025). One specific aspect is the European HE area (Kralova et
al., 2024), which provides a framework for these partnerships and contributes to the
harmonization of academic standards.

In relation to impact and outcomes of internationalization dimension, we note that double
degrees and joint degrees (Kralova et al.,, 2024) are tangible outcomes of international
partnerships, as are doctoral degrees obtained abroad (Chiang, 2025). These
qualifications, along with competencies acquired abroad (Gu et al., 2022), are essential for
graduates and influence the status of graduates returning to their home country (Gu et al.,
2022). On the other hand, the international job market for academic staff (Chiang, 2025) is
competitive and influences their mobility and career choices. About Context and
Environment, there are significant contextual differences (Sanders & Wong, 2021), which
are reflected at various levels. At the macro-national level (Li & Xue, 2024), government
policies and regulations play a crucial role. Regional differences (Erdmann & Toro-Dupouy,
2025) also directly influence innovation and development. Interventions at regional and
local (Li & Xue, 2024) levels are vital to support development objectives and to adapt to
the specificities of the academic environment.

Conclusions

The present research has established a reference framework for the CA of educational
institutions, exploring the complexity of this phenomenon through its characteristic
multidimensionality. It has thus resulted in a blend of essential dimensions (educational,
research, community relations, social responsibility, and internationalization),
predominantly based on intangible assets.

Theoretical implications. The main theoretical contribution of this paper is demonstrating
the multidimensionality of CA, creating an integrative framework of all its components.
The study’s results go beyond the boundaries of a traditional perspective, showing that
the success of a university’s competitive strategy is primarily based on intangible assets
such as brand, reputation, a knowledge-oriented culture, building strong relationships
with stakeholders, and exchanges of experience.

Practical implications. From a practical perspective, the proposed framework is a valuable
strategic tool for university leaders and academic stakeholders. Through it, they can
understand and analyze, in a structured manner, the competitive position of the
institutions they are part of or wish to establish a connection with. Thus, it provides the
fundamental coordinates needed in the decision-making process to achieve a sustainable
CA within a university, whether this involves improving the student and staff experience,
strengthening partnerships and research investments, or adopting a solid position in the
landscape of globalization.
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Research limitations. However, the study has certain limitations that reduce its
generalizability. These include focusing on publications found only in the Web of Science
database, which may not cover the entire nature of the subject. Additionally, the content
analysis only considers the abstracts of the papers, and the research process focuses solely
on the 2020-2025 period, which does not support a longitudinal analysis.

Future research directions. Future research can focus on conducting a temporal analysis of
CA, comparing the strategies adopted by HE institutions over multiple periods. In this way,
it will be possible to easily identify the steps of an academic success path and what were
the primary elements that were taken into account in this process.
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