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Abstract
This paper investigates the emergence and early institutionalization of competition in 
higher education (HE), specifically in business schools. First, building on key contri-
butions from economics, management studies, sociology, and HE research, we develop 
propositions on competition in HE and formulate our theoretical framework. Second, we 
apply this framework to explore competition in Finnish business schools. We argue that 
business schools constitute an interesting field for studying competition in HE because 
they are the frontrunners and champions of competition-based views in HE. Our main 
contribution is a novel explanation of the preconditions, emergence, and early processes 
of institutionalization that drive HE institutions to compete and collectively produce the 
observed competitive transformation.
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Introduction

The nature and intensity of the rivalry among various actors in contemporary higher edu-
cation (HE) are unprecedented. Individual scholars have always competed for scientific 
merits, status, and promotions, making competition a paramount and highly legitimized 
part of universities (Krücken, 2019). However, the ongoing, comprehensive transformation 
converting entire universities into strategic organizations, the missions of which are defined 
by competition in an expanding array of activities, is new and poorly understood (Whitley, 
2006). Illustrative of this change in HE is the transformation of institutional logics within 
university organizations from professional bureaucracies to competitive bureaucracies 
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(Huzzard et al., 2017; Kallio et al., 2020; Wedlin, 2020). Processes of collegial consensus 
seeking in universities are increasingly replaced by top-down decision-making as strategic 
management discourses permeate contemporary HE institutions (HEIs), challenging their 
long-lived substructure of professional autonomy.

From a global perspective, HE is increasingly structured as a competitive hierarchy in 
which symbolism plays an important role, and the most prestigious universities dominate 
the field. Compared to “the old days,” HE today is tightly occupied by various market actors 
with different interests when it comes to creating and organizing competition (Pinheiro 
et al., 2019). The rise in prominence of global university rankings over the last 20 years 
has helped cement competitive hierarchies and restructure HE from a domestic enterprise 
into an increasingly transnational one (Kauppi, 2016). Along with other adjudicators of 
competition, such as regulators, evaluators, and funding bodies, ranking agencies compare 
competing alternatives, distribute resources, prizes, and other recognitions, and create rules 
for organizing and assessing competitive dynamics and outcomes. According to Werron 
(2015), modern university competition represents a particular type of competition in which 
HE institutions are motivated by public comparisons and the imagined market created by 
ranking agencies.

Competition among contemporary academic institutions has led organizational research-
ers across multiple fields to raise questions regarding universities’ transformation into cor-
porate-like actors (e.g., Alajoutsijärvi et al., 2021; Wedlin, 2020). These questions include, 
but are not limited to, the following: Why are universities increasingly perceived as strategic 
actors in the global HE market? What are the social and organizational consequences of this 
framing? To what extent are strategic activities linked to shifts in university norms, values, 
and identities? What are the implications of this “strategic transformation” for the ways 
universities are managed (Fumasoli et al., 2015)? How do HE markets come to life, and 
“how are they imagined, made, implemented and maintained” (Komljenovic, 2020, p. 191)?

Academic institutions have become embedded in multiple types of nested and inter-
dependent competition (Krücken, 2019; Marginson, 2006). Despite this, there is a lack of 
knowledge on the initial mechanisms that have enabled the formation (emergence) of and 
give momentum to (diffuse and institutionalize) university competition as a phenomenon 
that has spread across fields, institutions, and basic academic units. Some studies have dis-
cussed the initial processes and early institutionalization of competition within HE (Arora-
Jonsson et al., 2020; Werron, 2015), but even these studies disregarded questions such as 
when (under what conditions) and why (drivers and rationales) academic institutions started 
to compete and how competition has become part of technical and institutional environ-
ments (forces of institutionalization) in which contemporary universities operate (for nota-
ble exceptions, shedding light on the construction of markets and competition in HE, see 
Musselin 2018; Komljenovic, 2020). To bridge this knowledge gap, we seek to answer the 
following question: Why does competition among HEIs emerge, and how does it become 
institutionalized within the HE field?

We take institutional theory as our starting point to explain the observed transforma-
tion of HE (Juusola et al., 2015; Huzzard et al., 2017; Kallio et al., 2020; Wedlin, 2020). 
However, in our attempts to understand the emergence and early institutionalization phase 
of competitive transformation, we need to pay close attention to actors, their relationships, 
and agency (Arora-Jonsson et al., 2020). Instead of directly explaining the later and more 
mature phases of competition in HE, we focus on university organizations and explore the 
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preconditions and processes that motivate actors to compete and, in turn, to collectively 
produce this transformation.

This study develops seven propositions and a framework that explain the emergence 
and dynamics of the early institutionalization of competition in HE. The paper is structured 
as follows: First, in the section called “What is competition?” we expand our definition of 
competition by contrasting the three central research traditions’ approaches to competition: 
economics, management studies, and sociological research. We argue that they have both 
directly (i.e., via HE policy and regulation) and indirectly (i.e., via less coercive processes, 
such as mimicking and modeling of other types of organizations) impacted the emergence 
and early institutionalization of competition in HE. Second, in the section called “Com-
petition versus other social forms,” we underline that our focus on competition as a social 
form necessitates a comparison with its alternative social forms to describe organizational 
relationships. Third, we move on to develop our propositions on competition in HE. We 
draw from the literature on the aforementioned fields to identify how various actors and 
their strategic agency and intentions initiate and aid in institutionalizing university competi-
tion across the board at the field level. By synthesizing key contributions emanating from 
economics, management studies, sociology, and HE research, we develop a set of seven 
generic propositions (I–VII) that are divided into three key dimensions: (1) necessary (pre)
conditions for competition to emerge between two HEIs, (2) drivers and rationales that urge 
competitive behavior among HEIs, and (3) forces that drive the institutionalization of com-
petitive behavior into HE structures and rhetoric. Fourth, we present our framework, which 
combines our findings from earlier sections and the seven propositions. Fifth, we discuss 
our rationale for selecting Finland as our case country, which was to illustrate how and to 
what extent the propositions play out in business schools, as we consider them to be the 
frontrunners and champions of competitive transformation in Finnish HE. Sixth, we present 
our case, which exemplifies the key phases in the emergence and early institutionalization 
of competition among Finnish business schools. Finally, we discuss our findings and the 
study’s contributions and present suggestions for future research.

What is competition?

Research on competition and competitive behavior has long and diverse roots in the social 
sciences. The earliest works on competition were written by Western philosophers such 
as Adam Smith and John Stuart Mill in eighteenth century (Gane, 2020; Werron, 2015). 
Despite being designated the founding father of economics, Smith writes little about the 
concept and mechanisms of competition. He simply states that markets are described by 
price competition between buyers and sellers in relation to the supply of or demand for a 
particular commodity (Gane, 2020). Thus, competition between contestants can be inter-
preted as a process wherein two competitors attempting to attract a third party, such as a 
customer or supplier, provoke each other to seek to undo each other’s actions (Arora et al., 
2021; Werron 2015).

It was not until the latter half of the nineteenth century that the concept of perfectly free 
competition was introduced and mathematically advanced by several economists (Gane, 
2020). Perfect competition was defined as an ideal type of market structure wherein all 
producers and consumers had complete and symmetric information about the object of 
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exchange (Arora et al., 2021; Gane 2020; Werron, 2015). The aim was to develop an alterna-
tive to monopolies, the emergence of which was considered societally undesirable. Hence, 
perfect markets were an abstract model and ideal for advancing efficient resource allocation 
across industries and societies.

Later, mainstream economics focused on complex explanations of market imperfections 
without a clear analytical distinction between the concepts of market exchange and com-
petition. However, competition is an entangled phenomenon that can take on a different 
ontology according to the particular context in which it occurs and that depends on actors 
and their relationships, regulations, and competition objectives (Madsen, 2021). Thus, it is 
important to separate competition and market exchange conceptually. In short, this means 
that competition between two actors can occur without exchange processes. Competition 
between HEIs, for instance, can be over academic achievements, status, reputation, or media 
attention without market exchanges. Furthermore, this analytical separation “allows for a 
distinction between market-based competition and competition as a governance instrument 
that mediates managerial decision-making in which the contestants fight to avoid top-down 
reform rather than fighting against their peers” (Madsen, 2021, p. 182).

While economics-based research on competition focuses on the system level, the man-
agement literature’s unit of analysis is the individual firm. Such research originated with 
Schumpeter (1950) and the Austrian School of Economics (Jacobson, 1992). Its main aim 
is to analyze firms’ competitive actions and reactions and how companies can gain relative 
advantages over their counterparts. Desired advantages can include market share (Ketchen 
et al., 2004), profitability (Gielens et al., 2008), or access to scarce resources (Capron & 
Chatain, 2008). Research on competitive behavior has primarily focused on elucidating 
competitive strategies among competing firms and how different strategic actions influence 
firm performance (Chen & MacMillan, 1992; Smith et al., 1991). The basic unit of analysis 
includes concrete and detectable competitive action–response chains and streams of actions 
taken by individual firms (Nguyen, 2021; Smith et al., 1991).

The key difference between the economics and management streams is that while eco-
nomic research focuses on theorizing about perfect markets and market imperfections, man-
agerially oriented studies concentrate on clarifying the impacts of competition on specific 
firms. In other words, while economists tend to see competition as an abstract structure, 
management scholars approach it as a strategic challenge (Arora et al., 2021). Although it 
operates at a fine-grained level and is preoccupied with action/reaction- and firm-specific 
studies, strategic management research is typically too under-contextualized to be straight-
forwardly applied to all types of organizations (Nguyen, 2021). Although researchers in 
the competitive dynamics stream occasionally implicitly or explicitly acknowledge connec-
tions between contextual features and firms’ competitive behavior, in most studies, the main 
focus is on firm-level factors. These include organizational characteristics such as size, age, 
bureaucracy, internationalization, and resources, as well as managerial features including 
experience, background, team dynamics, and cognition (for reviews, see Chen & Miller, 
2015; Nguyen 2021; Smith et al., ).

The third stream of research on competition considers competition a specific type of 
social form or a social relationship (Arora et al., 2021; Werron 2015) and has starting points 
in the writings on “social circles” of classical sociologists like George Simmel (1903/2008) 
and Max Weber (Gane, 2012; Simmel, 2008) delineates three types of competition. In the 
basic form of competition, actors desire a win under a running race type of rivalry wherein 
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only one of the contestants can attain the first prize, and the winner can be declared without 
a third-party evaluation. The pseudo type of competition (Simmel, 2008, p. 966), by con-
trast, emerges when at least two actors desire something that is equally available for both 
or all the actors through a third-party evaluation. An example of pseudo-competition would 
thus be the competition that occurs in a religious group when members try to outperform 
each other in obtaining salvation; one person gaining a “place in heaven” does not preclude 
another from gaining access. Finally, real competition emerges when two actors strive for 
something that cannot be obtained by both in parallel and when “any specific gain will be 
withheld from one precisely because it is acquired by the other” (Simmel, 2008, p. 966). 
What makes this type of competition sociologically most complex (and interesting) is when 
the desired object is under the control of a third party, such as customers, government agen-
cies, or funders.

Competition versus other social forms

Sociological studies have had a great impact on research on organizational relationships 
and networks (Granovetter, 1985), wherein scholars have continued to categorize and con-
textualize relationships between organizational actors. Early research on organizational 
relationships and networks focused on dyadic relationships in supply channels inspired by 
social-exchange theory (Anderson & Narus, 1984; Dwyer et al., 1987) and empirical stud-
ies of industrial relationships by scholars related to the Industrial Marketing and Purchasing 
(IMP) Group (Håkansson, 1982). These approaches concentrate on market exchange rela-
tionships between two organizations, mainly business firms. Later researchers interested in 
the emerging networks of organizations criticized the focus on dyadic relationships for not 
considering the network of relationships encircling each dyad (Alajoutsijärvi et al., 2001; 
Anderson et al., 1994; Axelsson & Easton, 1992). The main conclusion from the debate 
was that business relationships should be studied in the larger context of the surrounding 
organizational relationships that form the ever-widening business network to understand the 
activities of buyers and sellers and the development of their relationships (Alajoutsijärvi et 
al., 1999).

In the early 1990s, some initial research was published on the relationships between 
competitors in horizontal settings (Easton & Araujo, 1992). Relationships between com-
petitors were studied using the IMP framework or by combining traditional economics/
management models of competition with the IMP tradition (Bengtsson & Kock, 2014). New 
insights came from empirical studies exploring competitor interactions and relationships 
between competitors, which were discovered to be not only competitive but also coopera-
tive or a mixture of these behavioral modes termed coopetitive in nature (see, e.g., Gern-
sheimer et al., 2021).

As a result, interorganizational relationships were found to vary greatly, both with respect 
to their form and time. They could be mutual or opportunistic, symmetrical or asymmetrical, 
consistent or inconsistent, and involve economic exchange or not. A variety of social forms 
(such as the ones with the prefix “co”) that defined organizational relationships were discov-
ered. These include imitation (copying), cooperation (mutually dependent objectives), co-
existence (independent objectives), coopetition (mix of competition and cooperation), and 
conflict (actors strive against each other, i.e., an opponent-centric view; Easton & Araujo 
1992; Simmel, 2008; Werron, 2015).

1 3



Tertiary Education and Management

Table 1 summarizes the key differences between economics, management studies, and 
sociological research approaches to competition and competitive relationships between 
actors.

Emergence and early institutionalization of competition among 
academic institutions

In this section, we develop our propositions about the emergence and early institutional-
ization of competition among HEIs by combining the insights from the three theoretical 
approaches to competition discussed above and applying them to the HE context. Owing 
to our focus on the early phases of competitive transformation in HE and among HEIs, our 
main theoretical angle relies on sociological research on organizations and interorganiza-
tional relationships. On a conceptual level, we attempt to explain why competition as a rela-
tionship type appears to be an increasingly relevant heuristic for describing and explaining 
the relationships between contemporary academic institutions.

(Pre)conditions for competition

Actors, fields, and categories

For competition to emerge, two or more actors in an organizational field are needed. The 
“pure” form of competition is assumed to emerge when “two actors have objectives that are 
in conflict, but the locus of their objective is under the control of a third party” (Easton & 
Araujo, 1992, p. 72); that is, competition can be defined as a struggle for the favor of a third 
party (Simmel, 2008; Werron, 2015).

In organizational fields or markets, competitive dynamics (and disruptions and changes 
to these dynamics) are often a result of a certain type of categorization (Granqvist & Silt-
aoja, 2020), i.e., the perception that the two actors belong to the same field and that they 

Table 1 Differentiating the three approaches to competition
Approach to 
competition

Key challenge to be 
tackled

Primary 
mechanism

Relationships be-
tween competitors

Economics 
(mainstream)

Abstractions 
and axioms that 
describes perfect 
markets

Explaining market 
imperfections

Invisible hand – 
self-organization 
via market 
exchanges

Irrelevant or not in 
focus

Management 
studies

Strategic 
challenges

Strategy or strategic 
move that will enable 
actors to outperform 
their competitors in the 
competitive game

Strategic intentions 
of rational actors 
– managers as key 
agents

Players in the 
strategic game 
focus on their own 
actions and re-
sponses to those of 
their competitors

Sociological 
research (on 
organizations)

A specific type of 
social form and 
relationship type 
that can exist with 
or without other 
types

Emergence and conse-
quences of competition 
as opposed to other 
social forms and rela-
tionship types

Social embedded-
ness and co-evolu-
tion – formal and 
informal rules or 
institutions

Potentially 
complex and mul-
tifaceted; defined 
by other social 
forms besides 
competition
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compete for the favor of the same “third party,” such as customers. Business history is full 
of examples of companies that vanished due to not only the emergence of new entrants 
in the same markets but also a surprising redefinition of these markets (Gans, 2016). As a 
response to recategorization, previously distant actors may be put into the same category 
and thus in a competitive position with one another.

Regarding HE, academic organizations have traditionally been categorized as profes-
sional bureaucracies (Mintzberg, 1983). For a long time, competition was not a salient or 
even desirable social form for organizations in this category because other forms, such as 
cooperation among professionals across institutional boundaries, were dominant and con-
sidered more beneficial for the fulfillment of HEIs’ missions and social functions (Engwall, 
2020). At a more fundamental level, the primary driver of academic institutions was the 
“pull to professionalize” (Gornitzka & Larsen, 2004), which did not necessarily lead HEIs 
to compete against each other because the quest to become more professional could be 
obtained without the favor of a third party. Today, the variety of different ranking schemes 
challenges the status quo, offering a league-table-based view of the strategic global rela-
tionships and positions among HEIs. Comparisons enable new organizational categories 
(e.g., TOP 100, TOP 50, and TOP 10 lists) to be created or produced for the purposes of an 
“imaginary third party” (such as prospective students, who arguably benefit from the infor-
mation provided by these rankings), thus driving HEIs to compete for favor (Brankovic et 
al., 2018).

 ● Proposition I: Competition in HE emerges when two or more actors are categorized as 
belonging to the same field and incentivized to struggle for the favor of a third party.

Agency of the strategic apex

According to Mintzberg (1983), modern organizations consist of five parts: the operational 
core, the strategic apex, middle management, the technostructure, and support staff. An 
endogenous precondition for competition is that the strategic apex is denoted by agency. 
Compared to stereotypical for-profit corporations, the ability of multidisciplinary and 
loosely coupled HEIs to develop university-level competition strategies as united (tightly 
coupled) organizations is limited by the great variety of institutional logics across the board 
and the research priorities and evaluation standards of the respective scientific communities 
(Musselin, 2007).

Hendrickson et al., (2013) adapted Mintzberg’s (1983) categorization to HE and associ-
ated faculty members with the operational core, rectors and vice-rectors with the strategic 
apex, deans and department heads with middle management, administrative staff with the 
technostructure, and information technology (IT) and maintenance staff with support staff. 
This categorization clarifies the groups of actors involved in organizational decision-mak-
ing and the degree of their involvement. In most professional bureaucracies, the central 
part was formerly their operating core; in the case of HEIs, the faculty now takes on this 
role (Clark, 1987). The faculty’s decentralized work is coordinated by the standardization 
of skills, involving much education and indoctrination for incoming members. Simultane-
ously, despite slight national variations, traditional forms of bureaucratic command and con-
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trol are minimal, and organizations rely on trust in professionals’ skills and their willingness 
to operate in the organization’s best interests (Kallio et al., 2020).

The agency of the strategic apex maintains that management can influence HEIs’ stra-
tegic direction, processes, and offerings (Geschwind et al., 2019). Organizations and their 
competitors must be internally cohesive (legal) entities subject to rational design (Ramirez, 
2010) and thus manageable. Otherwise, HEIs as organizations do not compete, even if indi-
vidual researchers, research groups, or disciplines compete internally with each other (e.g., 
for resources) or with similar units located elsewhere (e.g., for prestige). However, indi-
vidual HEIs or their subunits can be co-creators of competition within multidisciplinary 
settings between two market contenders (Alajoutsijärvi et al., 2018) or among specific sub-
units, such as business schools. Thus, competition can be both an endogenous force and an 
exogenous force that shapes HEIs and their respective organizational fields (Arora-Jonsson 
et al., 2020).

 ● Proposition II: The more internally coherent and manageable HEIs are, the more likely 
they are to embrace competition as a modus operandi and to be the target of it by other 
players in the industry.

Competition drivers and rationales

Awareness of competitors

After the two previously presented (pre)conditions have been met and there is (i) a sufficient 
number of actors in the field and (ii) an identifiable strategic apex that is able to function and 
make decisions for the entity (organization), this strategic apex needs to become aware of 
its competitors in the respective organizational category or field and become motivated to 
respond to their competitive actions (Hölttä & Karjalainen, 1997).

Awareness implies the perception of information, which drives both strategic motivation 
and desire. The traditional awareness-motivation-capabilities (AMC) theory (Chen et al., 
2007) strives to capture competitive dynamics and explains the key behavioral drivers of 
actions and responses. In brief, an organization will not be able to act unless its strategic 
apex is aware of the competitive moves in the field and is motivated and capable of under-
taking such acts. AMC proponents argue that competitive action is predicated on three key 
conditions: the extent of awareness, the level of motivation, and the capability to respond. 
Thus, “external” competitive behavior is partly “internal” in nature because competitive 
behaviors can be considered outcomes of the intentions, perceptions, and motivations of 
decision-makers (Chen & Miller, 2015). A key issue in competitive dynamics research is 
the extent to which organizations facing the same technical and institutional environments 
act and react differently, even if that also implies mimicking their competitors in certain 
domains (Hüther & Krücken, 2016). The organization needs to both identify with and be 
identifiable by its field-level competitors and their actions. In other words, HEIs need to bal-
ance the ongoing need to be simultaneously different (e.g., have a distinct national identity) 
and similar (e.g., copy international role models).
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 ● Proposition III: The more aware an HEI’s strategic apex is of other like-minded actors 
(competitors) in the field, the more likely it is to monitor their actions.

Competition over resources

To survive, organizations develop and modify their resource base and competitive capabili-
ties over time (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000). To act as an entity when responding to the com-
petitive actions of other actors, an organization must have sufficient initial resources and 
perceive that the opportunity or threat of competition is worthy of upgrading its resource 
base (Chen & Miller, 2015). As part of this process, organizations may evaluate whether 
their resources are superior or inferior in relation to their counterparts and sufficient for com-
petitive moves. Subsequently, they may decide how to utilize or transform their resource 
base to proceed with competitive actions.

Despite their unique characteristics, contemporary HEIs are not so different from other 
types of organizations; they can, for instance, leverage their existing resources to maintain 
their competitive positions in the field, both domestically and globally (Hazelkorn, 2009). 
HEIs may try to deploy new resources to advance their competitive position, for example, 
by joining forces (merging) to improve their strengths and leverage their competitiveness 
(Pinheiro et al., 2016). They can also release or re-allocate existing resources to avoid direct 
competitive pressure by cutting or deferring capital spending and nonessential maintenance, 
reducing working capital, staff, and faculty members, or divesting assets.

The most desired resource for HEIs is the scarcest: prestige. HEIs aim to enhance their 
market positions or field-level prestige via competitive actions (Goldman et al., 2004; Wed-
lin, 2020). Prestige appears as and elicits voluntary deference and intersubjective perception 
in the form of shared beliefs, expectations, and widespread recipes between and among 
HEIs and their respective market audiences (Mohrman, 2008). In HE, prestige is positively 
affected by multiple factors, such as publications in top journals, research funding, and the 
quality of students and faculty (De Fraja & Iossa, 2002). The same applies to users and con-
sumers, as HE degrees (graduates) and scientific publications (staff) are increasingly consid-
ered “positional goods” in the context of a highly competitive marketplace (Alajoutsijärvi 
et al., 2018; Halliday 2016). Most importantly, prestige is often transformed into authority, 
agenda-setting power, and access to scarce resources, such as influential people and fund-
ing (Brewer et al., 2001). In the context of markets, prestige and performance or efficiency 
are often decoupled; in a prestige economy, what really counts is “the appearance of doing 
what highly regarded institutions do and the relative comparison to prestigious institutions” 
(Eckel, 2008, p. 176).

 ● Proposition IV: The scarcer the commonly desired resource, the more intense the com-
petition among HEIs.
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Drivers of early institutionalization

Quasi-markets and shifting social contracts

Pro-market proponents argue that the challenge of underperforming public sector organiza-
tions can be addressed with a simple solution: intensifying competition among organiza-
tions, equating their market with other more conventional industries, and governing them 
like ordinary corporations (Ritzen, 2010). According to this pro-competition line of think-
ing, incentivizing public sector organizations like HEIs to behave as strategic actors benefits 
national and global competitiveness, among other things, by enhancing efficiency. In the 
European HE context, the model established by US Ivy League universities has gained 
much policy attention since the 2000s (“Lisbon Agenda,” cf. Pinheiro, 2015), not only due 
to their apparent links to national economic performance and global competitiveness but 
also their high visibility in global university rankings (Slaughter & Cantwell, 2012). As is 
the case in other highly institutionalized fields, such as health care (Ramirez et al., 2016), 
national HE policies have started to echo the competition-enhancing agendas (e.g., “world 
class” and “best practices”) of transnational governing bodies such as the European Union 
(EU), the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), 
and the World Bank, as well as accreditation agencies and evaluation schemes such as the 
Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business (AACSB) and the Research Assess-
ment Exercise, respectively.

Marketization has become an integrated part of national HE policy discourses along-
side a wave of organizational restructuring that has affected recruitment, staff promotion, 
and research (Enders et al., 2015). Traditional state control has shifted to state supervi-
sion, while competition and quasi-markets have become stronger steering mechanisms, with 
decreased direct funding being allocated to HEIs (Hüther & Krücken, 2016). As a result, a 
new social contract has emerged, with central governments acting as market enablers rather 
than serving in their previous roles as protectors or buffers from external stakeholders’ inter-
ests (Maassen, 2014). That said, given their social and economic importance, governments 
have not retreated from the governance of the HE sector but have instead complemented 
their traditional approaches with market mechanisms, which has aided ex-post performance 
management. In other words, governments have enabled the rise of quasi-markets in HE 
by defining them as competitive sites (Niklasson, 1996; Taylor et al., 2013). Under these 
conditions, HEIs have responded by transforming their internal, managerial, and adminis-
trative structures to improve market efficiency and foster social accountability (Pinheiro & 
Stensaker, 2014).

 ● Proposition V: The creation of quasi-markets in HE results in the transformation of 
HEIs into strategic actors that are increasingly motivated, disciplined, and organized 
by and around competition.

Rhetoric of competition

Competitive behavior, we argue, includes concrete and detectable actions as defined not 
only traditionally in mainstream competitive dynamics research (Porter, 1980) but also rhe-
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torically using verbal communication (Gao et al., 2017). Hence, competition in HE can 
entail not only concrete acts, such as establishing new study programs or research positions, 
but also speech or written acts, such as strategic plans in the form of rhetoric or symbolic 
devices (Fumasoli et al., 2015). In real life, intense competitive interactions primarily mani-
fest in the form of verbal communication from HEIs’ representatives. Such language-based 
competitive behavior may or may not be followed by concrete competitive actions (Gao 
et al., 2017); in politics, speech can be an important act that signals present and future 
strategic priorities (Kettunen, 2013). Thus, depending on the context, competitive behavior 
may contain an important rhetorical element that manifests itself in the corporate-borrowed 
concepts and language employed. Examples of this type of rhetoric applied in HEIs are 
mission statements, strategies, action plans, branding, and student (customer) satisfaction, 
which illustrate the salience of competition (Hazelkorn, 2009; Alajoutsijärvi et al., 2022).

 ● Proposition VI: Competition among HEIs is diffused and institutionalized through the 
extensive and repeated use of corporate language by actors in the HE environment.

The Matthew effect

The Matthew effect (Merton, 1968) refers to a phenomenon in which the rich get richer, and 
the poor get poorer. Minor differences in money, prestige, or other desired resources among 
organizations in the initial stage can result in larger differences in terms of possessing scarce 
and valuable resources, and this effect is then reproduced and magnified over time. The Mat-
thew effect explains the impact of prestige on organizations’ rewards and opportunities in 
the marketplace and, specifically, on the inequalities of rewards associated with occupying 
different positions in a hierarchy or field (Gould, 2002).

For HEIs, this mechanism means that prestige—as a positional good in a competitive 
marketplace (Baltaru et al., 2022)—creates more prestige: Organizations with higher sta-
tus benefit not only from easier conditions for producing outputs (e.g., better funding for 
research) but also from greater rewards than their lower-status counterparts (e.g., for pro-
ducing teaching and research outputs considered of the same quality). Whether prestige is, 
by its nature, a scarce resource is a topic of debate (cf. Birnbaum, 2007). However, when-
ever prestige is measured, it becomes a scarce resource. This happens because measuring 
tends to denaturalize and reduce its object, which in turn creates opportunities for explicit 
comparisons.

In the realm of HE, the best-known measurement systems for prestige are global rank-
ings or league tables that use different methods and data points (Ya-Wen & Jacob, 2017). 
Rankings create and accelerate competition by globalizing HE and decontextualizing com-
petition (Ramirez et al., 2016). They create the impression that HEIs located in northern 
Europe compete head to head with those located elsewhere, when in reality, the HEIs in 
question often have minimal association. Because only one HEI can assume a certain rank-
ing position at a time, rankings create extreme scarcity. Furthermore, league tables illustrate 
the perceived qualitative differences among different HEIs but exaggerate their magnitude. 
Moreover, annual ranking releases create the impression that HE competition is dynamic 
and everchanging, even though positions remain rather stable over time (Brankovic et al., 
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2018). This illusion of dynamism is part and parcel of the creation of a (quasi-)market 
environment in which competitive players are continuously expected to (re)act strategically.

 ● Proposition VII: Over time, prestigious HEIs become even more prestigious and cement 
their position in national status hierarchies and global rankings.

Figure 1 summarizes the seven propositions (I–VII) that explain the emergence and early 
institutionalization of competition among HEIs.

Methodology

Using the propositions presented above as a starting point, this paper aims to provide empir-
ical evidence of how framing HE as a market, students as customers, and education as a 
positional good lead to a process of competition (Arora-Jonsson et al., 2020; Bloch, 2022). 
More specifically, as alluded to at the outset, there is a need to “understand the details of 
how markets are put to work” and “to unmask market-making processes as a deeply ambiva-
lent endeavor, which is never finished and always challenged” (Komljenovic, 2020, p. 202).

The method used in this study was that of a single in-depth case study (Yin, 1984). 
In studying an industry-level phenomenon such as university competition, we benefited 
from a research approach that highlights identifiable actors and facilitates observation of 
their relationships and actions in their natural settings. Using our theoretical frame and 
seven propositions, we found that context, actors, and categories play important roles in 
how competition is perceived in HE (see Proposition 1 in particular). Therefore, we decided 
to focus our empirical study on a specific national HE context (Finland) and a specific 
field of education (Finnish business schools). Owing to some relatively recent (post-2010) 
changes in Finnish HE policy, we believe Finland constitutes a particularly suitable context 

Fig. 1 Dynamics impacting the emergence and early institutionalization of competition
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for studying the emergence and early institutionalization phases in competitive transforma-
tion. These changes can be observed and explored in research terms, but they have not yet 
completed or matured as in many Anglo-Saxon HE contexts. Furthermore, business schools 
are interesting because they are frontrunners and champions of competition-based views 
within HE. With the chosen approach and methodology, we can analyze the entire process 
of the transformation of Finnish business schools up to the present state—from the organi-
zational forms of professional bureaucracies (Mintzberg, 1983) to the current structure of 
competitive bureaucracies (Kallio et al., 2020).

The first phase of data collection was conducted as part of a research project that studied 
the history of business schools in Finland (Kettunen, 2013). This phase consisted of about 
a dozen interviews with business school rectors and deans as well as an extensive number 
of published speeches of business school leaders. In addition, several business schools’ 
authored histories and annual reports were studied. In the second phase, the data were com-
plemented by updated documentation, reports, and scholarly articles written on the status 
of Finnish academia and business schools, as well as retrospective analyses of the merger 
leading to the establishment of Aalto University, which, upon its establishment in 2010, 
“swallowed” three stand-alone institutions, one of which was the oldest Finnish-language 
business school—the Helsinki School of Economics (e.g., Aula & Siltaoja 2021; Aula et al., 
2015). The data were structured and analyzed according to the seven propositions presented 
above.

What follows is a brief but easily relatable case narrative of the emergence and early 
institutionalization of competition in the Finnish business school field, as experienced by 
the actors involved. More specifically, we use the Finnish business school field for the fol-
lowing purposes: First, we motivate our research question. The case shows that competition 
in HE should not be taken for granted or as a natural course of events in the path of progress. 
In our case, competition was created and co-constructed by the actors in the field and in their 
interactions with the surrounding institutional environment. Second, we employ our case as 
an illustration to help the reader imagine how the theoretically informed propositions we 
presented might evolve in practice. In this sense, we utilized the case for tentative theory 
construction.

Competitive transformation of the Finnish business schools

The history of the establishment of the Finnish business school field dates to the early twen-
tieth century, when the two first (Proposition I) business schools were founded in Helsinki 
in nearly consecutive years. One of the special features of the field stems from Finland’s 
long history under the rule of Sweden (from the 1200s until the early 1800s) and its being 
a bilingual country (Kettunen, 2013). Due to the population being divided into Swedish- 
and Finnish-speaking HEIs, the first HEIs were also split by language, with Swedish being 
the traditional upper-class language. Swedish-speaking businessmen were educated at the 
Swedish School of Economics (Hanken, est. 1909), whereas the Finnish-speaking aspiring 
business elite headed to the Helsinki School of Economics (HSE; later, the Aalto University 
School of Business, est. 1911). Despite the aims for university status, both institutions were 
initially strongly defined by their teaching focus (Alajoutsijärvi et al., 2012).
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During this early stage, the two schools’ rivalry focused on the language issue but was 
directed against other professional groups in society; both Swedish- and Finnish-speaking 
businessmen needed a university-like institution to upheave the status of their profession 
in relation to the elite of the time—namely lawyers, doctors, and engineers (Kettunen, 
2013). Hence, the relationship between the two schools was best described as co-existence: 
although they were aware of each other’s activities in Helsinki’s small business circles, they 
did not really cooperate with one another (Proposition III). By contrast, the more traditional 
research universities at the time (primarily the University of Helsinki) belonged to a differ-
ent category that represented Humboldtian traditions. These institutions were both disin-
terested in business studies and reluctant to accept these vocational schools as universities, 
whether in the physical or symbolic sense.

Compared to multidisciplinary universities, the early business schools were stand-alone 
and relatively coherent institutions whose subjects and disciplines were first closely con-
nected to the tasks of a practicing business manager, such as languages, typewriting, and 
contract law. This later expanded to more theoretical topics related to the functions of a 
business firm, such as accounting, marketing, and management. The schools possessed a 
straightforward leadership structure (the principal and board), which was easy to manage 
from a competition point of view (Proposition II).

Nearly 20 years later, in 1927, a small-scale business school was established in Turku 
within the Swedish-speaking Åbo Akademi University. After World War II, the Finnish-
speaking Turku School of Economics (TSE) emerged from local businessmen’s initiatives. 
Like the Helsinki-based schools, the TSE was a stand-alone institution. Both Hanken and 
HSE resisted the expansion, questioning the academic capacity of the new institution and 
fearing that a new, poor-quality business school would negate the status-building efforts 
they had invested in for some time. In terms of awareness, all existing and emerging actors 
in the field were aware of each other’s whereabouts and strategic aspirations and worried 
about collateral prestige damages (Proposition III).

In the 1960s, the Finnish business school field experienced another wave of expansion, 
as three new schools were established in more rural cities: one stand-alone institution in 
Vaasa and two departments within the multidisciplinary universities in Tampere and Jyväs-
kylä. The only way to staff these new schools was by recruiting both permanent and part-
time staff (colloquially referred to as “suitcase professors”) from the established business 
schools, creating a network that relied on personal relationships among colleagues. This net-
work created the foundation for decades-long administrative and academic collaborations 
between different institutions. Examples of joint arrangements created during this period 
included student admission systems, entrance examinations, supervision of PhD students, 
research collaborations, and co-publications. The benefits of collaborating and appearing to 
be a cohesive HE field (in competition against other expanding fields such as engineering) 
outweighed the occasional schisms between individual academics and institutions.

The 1970 to 1980 s was a period of steady growth for business schools in Finland. State 
funding, which accounted for the majority (90–95%) of revenue, was distributed according 
to the size and structure of each HEI. The university department-based business schools 
received funding from the Ministry of Education through their mother universities, while 
funding for stand-alone schools came from the Ministry of Trade and Industry. Eventually, 
the latter were also incorporated under the authority of the Ministry of Education, which 
grew and broadened its jurisdiction in society. Despite the constant scarcity of financial 
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resources (Proposition IV), there was no clearly identifiable third party to carry out perfor-
mance assessments between the different business schools. In addition, state-level rhetoric 
encouraged collaboration, whereas fomenting competition among HEIs was against the 
spirit and intent of the steering mechanisms at the time (Proposition VI).

In the early 1990s, two more business schools were established in connection with 
two technology-focused universities in Oulu and Lappeenranta. By that time, New Public 
Management (NPM) had spread to HE across Europe and manifested in several reforms 
implemented by Finnish universities from the late 1980s onwards (Proposition V). NPM 
stood for a gradual abandonment of the Humboldtian ideal and an increasing application of 
business practices, concepts, and models—such as Management by Objectives (MBO)—as 
university administration tools. Since the 1990s, Finnish universities have created their own 
budgeting system in which the money available for each university was determined based 
on quantifiable outputs (e.g., credit units and degrees), the quality of education and research 
evaluated through different types of auditing processes and the amount of external fund-
ing acquired by the universities. At business schools, the promotion of the supremacy of 
open market ideals in public sector administration resonated particularly well. The concept 
of market competition was at the core of the curriculum for many subjects taught at busi-
ness schools. In addition, the global business school industry was experiencing enormous 
growth, and the results-based allocation of the state budget rewarded business studies over 
shrinking and less-popular fields, such as the humanities.

Optimization in accordance with the state funding model paid off, and Finnish business 
schools experienced strong growth in the 1990s. However, direct competition between the 
schools was not evident, as the revenue streams were still largely dependent on univer-
sity-level performance, which tied business schools’ revenues to the performance of other 
schools and institutes. Furthermore, the status and prestige of the 1990s business schools 
were largely based on their history (the oldest schools were considered the most estab-
lished and thus the best) and location (capital city-based schools were considered the most 
centrally located and thus the best). Research merits, for example, were mainly considered 
personal rather than institutional merits.

Since the mid-1990s, the Finnish HE sector has expanded by approximately 20 new uni-
versities of applied sciences, increasing the pressure of research-based HEIs to differentiate 
themselves from these more practice-oriented regional colleges. However, what began in the 
late 1990s as a vision of making HSE into a high-quality European business school (Propo-
sition VI) developed toward the latter half of the 2000s into a quest to become a world-class 
graduate school of business in its own league. In this new strategy and vision, HSE would 
enjoy a financially strong and independent position as part of a multidisciplinary founda-
tion university competing globally for the best researchers and students (Proposition VII). 
One of the HSE’s most important first steps toward gaining Europe-wide recognition was 
its EQUIS accreditation in 1998 and membership in the European elite business school net-
work (the Community of European Management Schools), which followed in the same year. 
Hanken joined the accreditation race shortly after and became EQUIS accredited in 2000.

On the media ranking front, the Financial Times’ ranking of European business schools’ 
MBA programs was first published in 1998. By 1999, it had developed into an international 
business school ranking list. In Finland, a business magazine (Talouselämä) published its 
first business school ranking in 2012. Despite a short-lived and awkward perceived exper-
iment, the ranking made the internal hierarchy within the national business school field 
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explicit for the first time. Principals, business school deans, and corporate stakeholders read 
the article carefully, which raised awareness of national status hierarchy (top-middle-low 
categorization of schools) within the field (Proposition III).

Throughout the 1990 and 2000 s, the governance of the Finnish HE industry was char-
acterized by the gradual adoption of corporate-world logistics and practices in the form of 
NPM-inspired government-mandated reforms (Hölttä, 2000). Reforms in university legisla-
tion have, for instance, allowed universities to introduce external members to their decision-
making boards and to charge tuition fees for non-EU degree-seeking students. In 2010, 
the entire Finnish HE system underwent profound reform (Universities Act 2009), which 
encompassed a change in the legal status of universities as independent legal and finan-
cial entities. Two models were stipulated: foundations under private law (two HEIs, one of 
which was Aalto) and corporations under public law (all the others). Under the new regime, 
universities assumed full financial liability when it came to their property and operations, 
and their staff ceased to be part of the civil service (Pinheiro et al., 2019, pp. 83–84). The 
new Universities Act also forced universities to adopt a stronger professional model of stra-
tegic management, giving university rectors a more powerful position to act as the execu-
tive managers of university corporations with the board (consisting of at least 40% external 
members) and an externally appointed Chair as their highest decision-making bodies.

The business school field was impacted rather dramatically by the reform. Parallel to 
the change in university legislation, Aalto University was established in 2010 (in the plans 
inaugurated in 2007, Aalto enjoyed a distinctive status and was referred to as the national 
flagship or innovation university). In practice, Aalto University was a merger of three pre-
viously stand-alone schools focusing on technology, arts, and business (all of which were 
recognized as the top national institutions in their respective fields prior to the merger). In 
the new vision for HE in Finland, the merged entity possessed both a large endowment fund 
and confidence in its capabilities to raise and cement Finland’s position among countries 
with top universities. According to Aula & Siltaoja (2021), the meaning of Aalto University 
was constructed through two discourses—HE and market economy—which were mobilized 
with the labels “top university” and “innovation university.” The strategic purpose of this 
rhetoric was to position Aalto among a group of elite international universities and simul-
taneously differentiate it from peer universities in Finland. Meanwhile, in its communica-
tion with industry stakeholders, the university promised to deliver commercial innovations, 
patents, and other industrial benefits.

For other business schools, the 2010s were marked by an intense race for accreditation 
(AACSB, EQUIS, and AMBA; Alajoutsijärvi et al., 2018). Which schools have already 
received it? Which schools are in the process of seeking it? Which schools have not even 
started yet? As of today (May 2022), six of the 10 university-based business schools in 
Finland have one or more of the three aforementioned business school accreditations. 
Aalto (formerly HSE) and Hanken distinguished themselves with the “triple crown” status 
(see Table 2 on the respective sizes and accreditations of the 10 university-based business 
schools).

In the past few years, with its increased financial inputs and special status, Aalto in par-
ticular has aimed to actively improve its position in global university and field-based rank-
ings and has notably been explicit about these goals in its strategy rhetoric and marketing 
communication (Aalto University, 2021). As the national flagship HEI, Aalto is generously 
funded by the state and the national business elite, openly comparing itself to the world’s 
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leading universities and business schools: Harvard, Stanford, and MIT (Propositions VI and 
VII). Along with the top-university benchmarks sought primarily from the United States, 
nationally, the perception of “Aalto playing in its own league” has strengthened. Indeed, 
compared with its national business school counterparts, the Aalto University School of 
Business has, for example, been able to pay its faculty higher compensation for interna-
tional, A-level publications and transform its substantial resources into outputs that add to 
the already established status of the institution (Proposition VII). Table 3 summarizes our 
case analysis, key events, and examples of competitive transformation in Finnish business 
schools.

Discussion and conclusions

The aim of this paper was to address the following question: Why does competition among 
HEIs emerge, and how does it become institutionalized within the HE field? Building on 
key contributions from economics, management studies, sociology, and HE research, we 
developed seven (I–VII) propositions on competition in HE. The propositions are sum-
marized in Fig. 1 and illustrate that the institutionalization process and all the propositions 
working together result in a virtuous—or vicious—cycle of competitive transformation in 
HE. The propositions were empirically exemplified using Finnish business schools as a 
case study. The Finnish case describes several events of integration of competition as the 
new field-level policy, practice, and reality by HE policy actors as well as business schools 
themselves.

Table 2 Business schools and their respective sizes in Finland
Business school name Year 

founded
Academic 
staff*

Students** Accreditations
(AACSB, EQUIS, 
AMBA)

Swedish School of Economics 
(Hanken)

1909 143 2,511 EQUIS (2000), 
AMBA (2008), 
AACSB (2015)

Aalto University School of Business 
(formerly HSE)

1911 184 3,846 AMBA (1997), 
EQUIS (1998), 
AACSB (2007)

Handelshögskolan vid Åbo Akademi 1927 42 (includes 
law)

774 In AACSB process

University of Turku 1950 194 (in-
cludes law)

2,280 AACSB (2019)

University of Tampere 1965 79 1,077 In AACSB process
University of Vaasa 1966 155 2,910 In AACSB process
University of Jyväskylä 1967 108 1,311 AMBA (2012), 

AACSB (2018)
University of Oulu 1991 93 1,263 AACSB (2013)
University of Lappeenranta 1991 100 1,527 AACSB (2022)
University of Eastern Finland 2010 161 (in-

cludes law)
1,293 in AACSB process

* Person years in business, administration, and law; staff with PhD student contracts to professors in 2021
** Students in business and administration; all degree levels from bachelor’s to doctorate in 2021
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Table 3 Summary of the Finnish business school case analysis
Proposition Illustrative events/examples Implications of competitive 

transformation
I: Actors and 
categories

Categorizations emerged over time among business 
schools:
• Swedish- vs. Finnish-speaking (1910–1920 s)
• Capital city vs. rural/regional (1950–1980 s)
• International vs. national (1990–2000 s)
• Accredited vs. non-accredited (2010–2020 s)
• Flagship vs. others (2010–2020 s)

Differentiation between the 
categories becomes increas-
ingly ranking-based and depen-
dent on third-party perceptions 
(as opposed to language or 
geographical location, for 
example)

II: Agency 
and strategic 
apex

• University legislation reform 2010; reforms in mgmt. 
structures and board composition
• Stand-alone business school tradition/model and its 
revival in the AACSB accreditation boom in the 2010s
• University mergers creating business schools need to 
protect their “territory” from within and outside

Increased and more explicit 
boundary definitions both at 
the organizational and individ-
ual levels, leading to “us/our” 
vs. “them/their” thinking (vs. 
the old metaphor of academia 
as agora)

III: Awareness • First national media ranking attempts (e.g., 
Talouselämä magazine in 2012)
• New institutions (universities of applied sciences) 
entering the business education field in the mid-1990s
• University mergers around 2010 driving the search for 
benchmarks abroad
• AACSB process-related search for comparable and 
aspirant peers

Implicit national hierarchy 
among business schools 
becomes more explicit upon 
schools’ attempts to signal 
status and improvement via 
international accreditation

IV: Resources • State funding cuts combined with simultaneously 
increased result objectives (since the mid-1990s)
• Prestige becoming “reserved by” Aalto University 
School of Business through explicit flagship (the top 
Finnish school) status claims (since the Ministry of 
Education’s innovation university project, which started 
in 2007)

Requirement to produce more 
with less; state funding turning 
into a zero-sum game (one 
HEI getting a larger amount 
of funding means that others 
get less); same logic applies to 
status claims

V: Social 
contract

NPM-inspired reforms in Finnish HE (since the 
mid-1980s):
• Management by objectives (MBO), tying funding to 
the production of research and educational outputs
• 2010 university legislation that made universities legal 
persons (as opposed to state agencies)
• Requirement to staff 40% of university boards with 
external/private sector members
• Increased pressures for the acquisition of external 
funding

New legislation and funding 
model as powerful mani-
festations of (quasi-)market 
aspirations; direct implications 
for strategies, goals, and action 
plans at the HEI level

VI: Rhetoric • Flagship and top-university rhetoric applied in the 
communications and mission statements of Aalto Uni-
versity (since 2007)
• Explicit references to leading global players such as 
Harvard, MIT, and Stanford

Rhetoric in which one business 
school “resigns” from both 
cooperation and competition at 
a national level creates distrust 
and cements thinking wherein 
each business school is a 
strategic actor and hence the 
maker of its own success in the 
status game

VII: Matthew 
effect

• National journal ranking scheme introduced (early 
2010s); funding model generously rewarding top publi-
cations and external, competitive funding
• Aalto attracts domestic and overseas funding from 
public and private sources (since 2007)

National funding (market-
based) model incentivizes and 
multiplies rewards for those 
who succeed in publication and 
funding applications more than 
others; the more prestigious the 
journal or funding source, the 
bigger the respective slice of 
the national “funding cake”
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To begin with, we assumed that business schools constitute an interesting HE field owing 
to their having been particularly accepting of NPM-based ideas of markets and competition 
being applied to HE policy and HEI management. From a broader perspective, the Finnish 
business school case depicts a narrative of interorganizational relationships between HEIs 
transforming from co-existential and cooperative to competitive. The empirical evidence 
from Finnish business schools supports all the propositions, but it is worth reflecting on how 
and why this is the case.

Emergence of competition

Our case study shows that competition can be an endogenous feature of the business school 
field, with market-related elements being present from the outset. Any event of expan-
sion or entrance of new actors in the field can be experienced as competition over scarce 
resources, such as state funding, qualified students, staff resources, or status and credibility 
among incumbents. In Finland, one could argue that at the time of the establishment of 
new institutions (be it HSE in 1911 or its rebirth as Aalto University School of Business 
a hundred years later), the business school environment is shaken by (i) the entrance of 
new competitors, which results in resource redistribution and thus losses for existing HEIs, 
and (ii) rhetoric that represents new competitors as saviors that will succeed where oth-
ers have failed. Despite this competitive setup, competition was not actually fueled from 
within the field: once established, the “self-emphasizing” rhetoric have ceased, new HEIs 
have become immersed in the existing field dynamics, rather than shaking them up. In HE 
resource competition, for example, it has been more advantageous for business schools to 
join their efforts (to save resources and benefit from the global growth trend of business 
education) against other competing fields (such as engineering) than to compete against one 
another.

In other words, although propositions I–VI were present in the business schools’ stra-
tegic management from early on to a certain extent, it was not until the entrance of third 
parties that competition started to emerge as a self-reinforcing loop (see Fig. 1). The key 
third parties in the competitive transformation of Finnish business schools were (1) the 
State/Ministry of Education, which actively promoted NPM, marketization of HEIs, and a 
location-based hierarchy between business schools; (2) international accreditation agencies, 
such as AACSB, which encouraged positional competition races between business schools 
(Alajoutsijärvi et al., 2018); and (3) national and international rankings, which made the 
national business school hierarchy explicit and cemented it as a part of the global hierarchy.

To illustrate the workings of the self-reinforcing competitive loop shown in Fig. 1, let 
us take a closer look at the business schools’ accreditation race (the AACSB “boom” since 
the late 2000s that has resulted in six out of 10 university-based business schools getting 
accredited by 2022) and related rhetoric in Finland. When an HEI enters into an accredi-
tation process, its organizational identities and boundaries become defined and explicitly 
communicated in strategy rhetoric: it is us versus them, and our mission should be distinct 
from those of others (see Ojansivu et al., 2021). This aspirational, future-driven strategy talk 
rarely leads to any direct determination of collaborative agreements between HEIs. How-
ever, it increases awareness of different actors in the industry and sets some requirements 
for selecting future collaborators. At the same time, intense periods of strategy formation 
and talk tend to add to the internal cohesion within HEIs, making them strategically more 

1 3



Tertiary Education and Management

manageable. The latter becomes particularly evident when business schools seek to start the 
AACSB accreditation process: for a relatively brief (yet meaningful) 4–5-year period, the 
HEI (management, faculty, administrative staff, and students) becomes united under one 
mission.

Early institutionalization of competition

For the competitive loop to go through a full cycle, third-party initiatives and incentives 
need to be responded to by HEIs’ strategic management. Our study, as well as previous stud-
ies, has indicated that business schools are inherently sensitive to all kinds of endogenous 
and exogenous “nudges” of competition that can emerge from individuals (e.g., competitive 
deans; Alajoutsijärvi & Kettunen 2016; Lejeune & Vas, 2014; Parker, 2018), individual 
departments, or changes in resource allocation. There are at least two obvious reasons for 
this sensitivity to competitive nudges. First, at the individual level, competition in research 
has a long and fierce tradition in these organizations compared to many other professional 
bureaucracies (e.g., national bureaucracies and primary schools). Second, NPM and neo-
liberal ideas and practices have been enthusiastically accepted by business schools because 
they study, teach, and promote them (Parker, 2018). Compared to their academic peers in 
the social sciences and humanities, business schools have been the least reluctant to accept 
neoliberal ideas and practices.

Thus, our data suggest that it is essential to differentiate between competition among dif-
ferent HE fields and competition among HEIs in the same field. In the latter case, the scope 
includes competition among well-defined actors and for well-defined resources, which is 
thus context dependent and particular in nature. Therefore, competition does not always fol-
low the same logic across HE fields. Our findings point to the obvious fact that competition 
intensity tends to be higher when providers are more homogenous and compete for more 
homogeneous resources, as in the case of international accreditation or higher positions in 
certain rankings. For example, Finnish business schools have recently competed for interna-
tional accreditation within their field, while earlier, the focus of these institutions was much 
more on competition with other fields, such as engineering. Competition in this respect acts 
as a key differentiator between fields (Hüther & Krücken, 2016). However, some empirical 
evidence also suggests that when faced with a dynamic and complex environment, HEIs 
tend to respond to the behaviors of other HEIs, engaging in imitative behavior or mimetic 
isomorphism (Stensaker & Norgård, 2001).

Implications for HE actors, fields, and societies

Cooperation between Finnish business schools has long been a fruitful activity for individ-
ual institutions and the entire industry. However, the cooperative mode of organizing seems 
to have been increasingly left behind and abolished from future-oriented, aspirational talk. 
It has been argued that increased corporatization, commercialization, and commodification 
of HE in Finland leads to increased competition and thus the gradual abandonment of the 
traditional equalitarian principles that organize HE (Alajoutsijärvi et al., 2018). Over time, 
competition-related rhetoric reinforces the notion of a competitive marketplace (emergence 
and early institutionalization), which leads to a sense among policymakers and academic 
leaders that there is no alternative (long-term environmental determinism) and that agents 
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need to behave accordingly (strategic choice or no choice) if they are to secure their objec-
tives and future ambitions, including survival (cf. Stensaker & Benner, 2013).

Our departure from the idea that competition is not given but an emerging context-spe-
cific construction calls for additional explanations and a more complete theory of univer-
sity-level competition. Finland is by no means the only country that has transformed from 
an equality emphasizing to a ranking favoring society. HE policies across European coun-
tries have increasingly constructed HEIs and their subunits as competitive actors (Krücken 
2019; Musselin 2018).

Although there are plenty of studies on the multiple forms of competition among HEIs 
(Alajoutsijärvi et al., 2021; Huzzard et al., 2017; Kallio et al., 2020; Musselin, 2018; Slaugh-
ter & Cantwell, 2012; Wedlin, 2020), the current knowledge base does not properly cover 
the entire life cycle of university competition. In other words, while much is known about 
the mature stages of competition in different contexts, we lack research on both the early 
emergence and potential decline of university competition. Our study is an initial (albeit 
partial) attempt to fill the former stage, while taming or declining university-level competi-
tion is almost entirely a nonexistent area of research.

Moving forward, there is a need to further analyze competition in European HE by 
resorting to multiple case studies and longitudinal designs that also consider the views of 
key system-wide agents within and outside HEIs (through semi-structured interviews, for 
example). In terms of managerial implications, this study suggests that HEIs’ managers 
should critically analyze the evolving nature of competition within and beyond their fields 
rather than simply adopting strategies that are widely shared (in fashion) or seen by influ-
ential external stakeholders such as the state or key funders as “modern” or “progressive.”

Finally, it is noteworthy that competition creates organizational boundaries that hamper 
research collaboration and the spread of good practices, for example. Furthermore, at least 
in the Finnish context, organizing contests (e.g., annual external funding) and competition 
(e.g., performance analysis by external scrutinizers) as well as surviving the race (e.g., for 
accreditations) are financially expensive societal endeavors, the costs and benefits of which 
have not yet been fully uncovered. Would it be possible to isolate competition within area-
specific (e.g., teaching excellence) or time-related (e.g., specific calls for external funding) 
aspects of interorganizational relationships and activities, or does competition inevitably 
spread throughout institutions and across relationships and fields? Most importantly, the 
following question for future research remains: once competition has been institutionalized, 
can it be organized away?
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