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Abstract 
Universities and corporate firms have a unique and mutually dependent relationship. Higher education 
is reliant on firms for internships, jobs for our graduates and financial support for research and 
endowments. Conversely, the corporate world relies on universities for talent development, applied 
research and consulting expertise. Given this interdependence, it would be reasonable to expect that 
the two entities would be quite adept at creating, and managing, successful relationships. Yet, all too 
often neither is particularly gifted at doing so. 

This proposal suggests that this paradigm need not be the case and offers eight propositions for 
improving the success of forming, and maintaining, strategic alliances between the business 
community and higher education. The paper seeks to offer a foundation for future research, both 
quantitative and qualitative, to empirically support the propositions. Managerial implications include 
improved stakeholder outcomes for both firms and universities. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  
There is perhaps no more common denunciation of higher education in general, and research focused 
on the social sciences specifically, than the accusation of living in an ivory tower. While Biblical in 
origin, the term scarcely suggests the positive image of purity and sanctity intended by its earliest 
religious connotations.  Rather, the term has come to imply that universities are out of touch with the 
practical needs of the communities in which they operate and with the greater “real world”.  Although 
the term has been used in relation to higher education institutions (HEIs) since the middle of the 19th 
century, it has rarely been employed as vociferously as in recent years. Conservative radio and 
television commentators regularly share anecdotes with their listeners that support the notion that 
universities are out of touch with the "real" America. This might easily be dismissed as low-brow 
theatre and crass commercialism were the criticism of HEI’s in general, and business schools 
specifically, restricted to radio show talking heads. However, our own academic researchers find there 
is evidence to support the charge that we, as educators, are not meeting the needs of both our 
students and the outside business community.   

In a report for AACSB, considered by many to be the gold standard for business school accreditation, 
Sullivan (2011) notes that while universities should take a leadership role in business development 
and innovation, they are frequently relatively ineffective [22]. Gordon and Jack (2010) suggest that 
“values and structures” of the university environment are often the antithesis of entrepreneurship [4]. 
Conversely, corporations, both large and small, often struggle with understanding the culture of higher 
education and forming lasting and meaningful alliances [1].  Firms rely on universities, and their 
faculties, for an educated and well-prepared workforce, subject matter experts and both theoretical 
and applied research. Yet, the two cultures are often at odds and firms complain that the graduates, 
while “textbook” savvy, are often poorly prepared for the practical skills the corporations need and 
value.  

This research argues that this paradigm is often the case – HEIs and industry are interdependent and 
neither can fully meet the expectations of their stakeholders without cooperation from the other. Yet, 
HEIs are often ineffective at supporting the external business community and this shortcoming 
negatively impacts the growth of the institution and the success of its students. At the same time, firms 
often fail to adapt to the culture and institutionalized practices of the universities with which they would 
ideally partner to maximize shareholder value and build a sustainable competitive advantage.  

The model described in this research proposes that the solution to this inadequacy is developing and 
maintaining successful strategic alliances between the HEI and local firms and that in order to do so, 
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each must modify their practices and behaviors to move towards a model more central to one another. 
To address this issue, this research proposes the Higher Education-Corporate Strategic Alliance 
Model, hereafter shorten to Alliance Model (AM), which suggests a framework for both parties to 
develop and maintain successful strategic alliances.  

2 RESEARCH STRUCTURE 
This paper first offers a brief overview of the literature regarding strategic alliances in general, and 
those between universities and corporations specifically. This includes a discussion of the nature of 
economic development as it relates to university and corporate alliances. It then suggests eight 
propositions that form the framework for the proposed model, each of which is preceded by a brief 
review of the relevant literature. Finally, the paper offers suggestions for future research and 
managerial implications.  

3 SCOPE AND CONTRIBUTION 
Although the extant literature does address relationships between business entities and HEI’s and the 
subsequent strategic alliances, there are notable gaps in the research. First, many of the studies are 
dated [2]; second, much of the literature is somewhat narrow, focusing on a specific aspect of 
business development such as incubators, sustainability or small business development [3], [1]; and 
third, many studies focus on a specific country or region rather than adopting a global perspective [4]. 
Further, the literature provides little clarity on the impact higher education institutions have on 
development and entrepreneurship [4]. Finally, little, if any, of the current literature suggests a 
conceptual model that might form the foundation for future empirical investigations. While there is 
considerable literature regarding alliances between firms, there is little that focuses on alliances 
between HEIs and firms, and what little exists is frequently in the nature of case studies or region-
specific examples. A bibliometric study conducted in 2014 covering a twenty year period and 866 
journal articles revealed that virtually all focused on firm to firm relationships [5].  

This research seeks to take a modest first step in filling that void by offering a set of propositions 
suggesting how superior alliances might be formed and by extension, a preliminary theoretical 
foundation explaining the alliance model. Fundamental to the model is the argument that the key to 
forming and maintaining such alliances is effective marketing on the part of the HEI. The HEI must fill 
the role of seller and market their attributes to the targeted firms.  

4 BACKGROUND LITERATURE 

4.1 Strategic Alliances  
Strategic Alliance has been defined in a number of ways [6], [7]. Most typically, alliances are viewed 
as a cooperative arrangement two or more firms enter into for their mutual benefit [2]. Elmuti, Abebe 
and Nicolosi (2005) describe alliances as extending beyond the normal inter-company dealings that 
occur on a day-to-day basis, going on to define the relationship as meeting strategic objectives that 
are mutually beneficial. Rice, Liao, Martin and Galvin (2012) take a somewhat different perspective 
viewing alliances as “social and relational arrangements” that allow for exchanges between two or 
more economic entities [15].   

While some alliances may be of a very informal nature, perhaps little more than a handshake, most 
firms are finding themselves entering into far more formal agreements with complex contracts [6]. 
These complexities, and in some cases, the lack of those same complexities lead to both successes 
and failures in alliances. While there are dozens of success stories and firms continue to aggressively 
seek out alliances, a significant number of these efforts end in failure, including those the firms attempt 
to form with higher education institutions.  

4.1.1 Strategic Alliance Failure 

Despite the explosive growth of strategic alliances [8], [9] these relationships frequently fail. 
Conventional wisdom, supported by much of the literature, suggests that somewhere between 40 and 
70 percent of all strategic alliances end in failure [6]. While the literature suggests any number of 
reasons for this failure rate, three themes reoccur: 
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− Entering the relationship with unrealistic expectations 
− An inability to build and maintain trust 
− Culture clash 

Unrealistic Expectations: Firms enter into alliances with a set of expectations which may include 
reputation, knowledge transfer or resource contribution among others [7]. However, an Anderson 
Consulting survey found that only 39 percent of alliances met or exceeded the firm’s managers’ 
expectations. 

Firms tend to focus on the value creation of the distinct transaction with a given partner, yet disregard 
how the alliance impacts their portfolio of alliances [10]. The firm may assess the potential for value 
creation based on incomplete or inaccurately analyzed data [7] leading to false assumptions regarding 
outcomes. Alliances may be seen as a vehicle for reducing risk, the need for capital, access to 
markets or to comply with governmental regulation [11].  Firms entering alliances seek to develop a 
win-win strategy and develop expectations regarding that potential, not necessarily realistically [12].  

Despite the often obvious differences in brand recognition, the relative size of the firms aligning or in 
the perceived value that consumers will assign to the alliance, far too many managers enter 
partnerships with an expectation that the relationship will be equitably beneficial. Even allowing for the 
advantages of 20/20 hindsight, this expectation of equity is at best naïve, nearly always costly and in 
many cases fatal to the alliance. Given the complexities of even a comparatively simple alliance the 
likelihood that both partners will experience proportional growth in revenues, market share, stock 
values or brand equity is quite small. 

Trust: The concept of trust in business relationships and organizational culture has been extensively 
discussed in the extant literature [8]. Trust appears to be a critical component in the success of 
alliances, yet the literature is unclear on how firms measure it [12]. In some cases trust may be a 
combination of goodwill and competency [8]. In Emsley’s view, goodwill is the belief that the alliance 
partner will not do anything to damage the firm while competency suggests the partner has the skills 
required to avoid the harm [8]. An exchange of information and competencies, and the willingness for 
alliance members to take risks in doing so, is integral to the success of alliances [13].  

When the trust factor is manifested by an open exchange of competencies and information, alliances 
can be successful for both parties, as in the case of the joint cereal venture between General Mills and 
Nestlé. General Mills, home to American standards such as Cheerios and Shredded Wheat, lacked 
brand recognition, distribution and faced challenges for store shelf space in Europe. Conversely, 
Nestlé had little experience in manufacturing cereal or in marketing targeting children. A joint venture, 
Cereal Partners Worldwide, formed in 1990 to manufacture and market cereal in Europe emphasized 
the sharing of mutual expertise and now enjoys a 25 percent market share and revenues in excess of 
$2 billion. In this case, both firms exhibited trust in exchanging proprietary information and faith in the 
relative expertise of the other 

Merging Cultures: Culture, in the context of alliances, can be defined as a set of shared values and 
beliefs resulting in behavioral norms and common objectives [9].  The differences in the partners' 
cultures is a critical success factor in alliances [8]. While firms with widely differing cultures can enjoy 
short term success, to survive in the long term the firms must have compatible cultures. The likelihood 
of successful alliances increases with shared cultural values. Three factors enter into this success: 
transparency, mutual respect and trust [9]. 

Making the cultures work between the alliance members may be the hardest hurdle for managers to 
overcome since, to some degree, it is those very managers who are responsible for the cultures of the 
respective organizations [14].  Exacerbating this is the tendency for hiring managers to employ those 
that “look” like themselves - a market driven manager with a strong belief in Freidman style market 
practices would be reluctant to hire a new manager who espouses Krugman and spent summer break 
at Occupy Wall Street. Thus, organizational cultures become self-reinforcing and take on a life of their 
own. Worsening this self-reinforcement is a propensity to dismiss those that buck the “establishment”. 
This, in turn, limits the firm’s ability to successfully merge cultures and promotes alliance failure. 
Organizational cultures are not something a firm buys off the shelf, pre-packaged and ready to use. 
Cultures evolve as the organization evolves; often reinforcing both the culture itself and its less 
desirable qualities.  
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4.1.2 Why Bother? 

Despite the rather gloomy picture of strategic alliances painted above, there exist substantial 
justifications for organizations, including HEIs, to take the associated risks and seek out appropriate 
partners [10], [15]. Given globalization, increased competition and the need for access to new 
markets, firms often find that they have little choice but to seek alliances [7]. As with the reasons for 
alliance failure discussed above, the literature is somewhat inconsistent on the justifications for 
forming the relationships. However, three reasons appear most often: 

− Knowledge transfer 
− Operational efficiencies 
− Access to technology 

Knowledge Transfer: As has been extensively discussed in both academic and practitioner literature, 
the world economy in general and the U.S., in particular, is moving from a "thing" basis to a knowledge 
basis. Both academic curriculums and corporate marketing practices are increasingly recognizing that 
data and the ability to act on it are the benchmarks for progressive and successful firms.  What the 
firm knows, and the knowledge it recruits from universities in the form of new employees, may be its 
most important asset [16]. If properly structured, the alliance facilitates both knowledge acquisition 
(knowledge new to the alliance) and the transfer of knowledge between the partners [17].  

Operational efficiencies: Firms seeking to improve their operational efficiency may target different 
objectives, depending on the nature of the firm. These may include efforts to improve the firm’s supply 
chain, marketing, manufacturing capacity or efficiencies and access to emerging technologies. Among 
the common reasons for establishing alliances are manufacturing expertise and supply chain 
management [6]. Alliances often lead to efficiencies due to the increased access to information, an 
area in which HEIs often excel.  

Access to technology: As technological development becomes faster, more expensive and in high 
demand among consumers, the access to cutting edge technology may be not only a competitive 
advantage, but mission critical to firm survival. Firms seeking access to new technology, or technology 
which may otherwise be unaffordable, may seek alliances as a solution to this constraint. HEIs are 
often crucial sources for not only technology itself, but also for employees (students) who can apply it.  

4.1.3 The Role of Economic Development 
What constitutes, or what is important, regarding economic development (ED) varies widely depending 
on the lens through which it is viewed and has been variously described as being broad and global in 
scope, or as is the case in this research, more narrowly defined.  This paper takes a view closely 
aligned to that of International Economic Development Council (IEDC), which characterizes ED as 
“…the core topics of globalization, sustainability, entrepreneurship, and economic restructuring”. IEDC 
works with communities and economic development organizations to weave these core topics into 
pertinent economic development projects, such as community revitalization, business development, 
and job creation nationwide and abroad” [18]. This lens of economic or business development 
emphasizes a focus on the local community, where arguably universities can be most effective in 
positively impacting growth, regional jobs and tax base expansion.   

Although by no means a new paradigm, increasingly higher education institutions (HEIs) are playing a 
crucial role in local development.  Following the deepest recession since the Great Depression 
economic developers and HEI administrators find themselves pressured to establish relationships to 
not only promote local economic growth, but also to grow and promote their respective organizations. 
A recent article in the Tampa Bay Times, referring to changes in AACSB policies, [20] notes that “gone 
are the days of faculty research papers that disappear into academic journals”. Instead, faculty must 
demonstrate an impact on local businesses and preparing students for employment. This provides a 
rich environment for identifying potential strategic partners. 

5 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
In summarizing the findings of the AACSB committee on business school innovation, Robert Sullivan 
stated the committee’s position clearly and unambiguously – innovation is critical to the mission of 
business schools and business schools hold a unique role in innovation and its contribution to society 
–“so far, no one is doing this very well” [22]. The report continues that innovation is a crucial part of 
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economic growth and the well-being of firms and that business schools must “assess their 
contributions to innovation”.  

This is not a novel concept, but coming from what many consider to be the standard bearer for 
business school excellence it perhaps merits more attention than it has garnered in the past.. 
Alliances have been found to be “stepping stones” to more complex relationships between universities 
and firms. There is broad consensus that alliances between universities and corporations offer 
multiple benefits for both parties   [21], [6]), Where this study differences from much of the preceding 
work in the field of HEI/corporate alliances is the focus on students and experiential learning  that 
supports positive student outcomes including internships and post-graduate jobs.  

Research suggests that HEI/corporate alliances offer significant benefits to students. Dealtry (2008), in 
analyzing the relationships between corporations and the universities with whom they partner, argues 
that the aim of such relationships is to provide mutual benefits for both parties including employability, 
career potential and lifelong learning opportunities. Haskins and Shaffer (2013) note that for many 
organizations potential university partners offer an opportunity to establish a strategic learning partner 
benefitting both the firm and the stakeholders in the university [24].  

This research also argues that the most effective alliances will be those created at the local level. In 
their investigation of university/community partnerships, Cooper, Kotval, Kotval and Mullin (2014)  
found that universities are increasingly taking an active role in solving local problems and that these 
initiatives result in benefits for stakeholders both inside the HEI and in local businesses and the 
communities both entities serve [21].  

Consequently, this framework argues for a shift in focus for HEI/corporate alliances from traditional 
research and its associated funding to a more student-focused ideology, with resulting benefits for 
both entities at the local level and thus proposes:  

P1a. HEIs which are more effective at developing and sustaining strategic alliances with local 
business entities will also be more effective at delivering superior educational outcomes for their 
students. 

b. HEIs which are more effective at developing and sustaining strategic alliances with local business 
entities will be more effective at delivering effective career outcomes for their students upon 
graduation.  

Despite the growing popularity of alternative pedagogies, such as the flipped classroom, adaptive 
online learning and backward design most faculty in university business schools still rely on traditional 
teaching methods. Teaching tends to be explicit and outcomes are measured by test scores and the 
ubiquitous term paper. Applied, hands-on learning is often rare as it requires lower faculty-student 
ratios, more time on the part of the faculty and a larger investment on the part of the university. 
Exacerbating this are large class sizes and faculty evaluation which emphasizes research and 
publication over student outcomes.  

Conversely, firms both by necessity and structure, tend to employ tacit learning with the specific 
objectives of transferring applied skills to their employees, especially those new to the firm. Evaluation 
of learning outcomes relies far less on formalized testing, replacing it with practical hands-on metrics.  

Despite this dichotomy, the firms are almost entirely reliant on HEIs for a skilled and trained workforce 
and the HEIs are almost entirely reliant on firms for internships and post-graduation jobs. In his review 
of sustainable practices in business education Blewitt (2010) concludes that while the traditional 
business of education has been knowledge it is also the business of business, suggesting that not 
only is knowledge important within the HEI environment but that transfer of knowledge between the 
HEI and their corporate partners contributes to lasting relationships.  However, a report prepared by 
the International Association of Universities found that schools were failing to produce graduates that 
possessed the skill sets in sustainability demand by business and government. A reasoned approach 
to merging the now disparate pedagogical styles of firms and academia suggests that the learning 
outcomes would produce not only superior students but equally superior employees.  

The AM framework suggested in this research maintains that both entities will be better served and 
stronger alliances will be formed if each party adjusts its educational objectives and techniques to 
more closely align with the other. Thus, the model proposes: 

P2: The ability of firms and HEIs to adapt to one another’s pedagogical styles and techniques will be 
positively related to their ability to form successful strategic alliances.   
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In reviewing his AACSB report, Sullivan (2011) states that business schools play a critical role in 
developing future business leaders who, in turn, contribute to value creation and “economic 
advantage” for their firms and communities. Despite their purported purpose of training future business 
practitioners, very few schools of business emphasize practical experience in hiring faculty and, 
perhaps more critically, in evaluating them for promotion and tenure [4]. As noted above, Sullivan 
(2011) states in his report that “no one” (universities) is fulfilling the role of practical, applied innovation 
with any notable success. Yet, business and government leaders are increasingly asking universities 
to form relationships with local enterprises [22], [4]. 

Regrettably, universities often offer little support for these partnerships and execute them poorly. 
Laukkanen (2003) found that faculty and university entrepreneurialism often results in a campus 
culture clash as the activities that drive successful entrepreneurial activities are in sharp contrast to 
traditional academic pursuits [23]. While firms are both experienced at managing strategic alliances 
and many have a successful track record of doing so [4] and place a high value on these relationships  
HEIs, in general, have very limited experience at such partnerships and by their nature may lack the 
cultural skills to maintain them [6]. 

The AM framework argues that in order for HEIs in general, and schools of business specifically, to 
create and maintain successful strategic alliances and, in turn, to garner the benefits for both parties 
the schools must adapt their mission, vision and operations to more closely align with those common 
in the corporate world.  Thus, this research proposes:    

P3: The ability of HEIs to adopt firm-type operational techniques will be positively related to the HEIs 
success in forming and managing strategic alliances. 

While the AM framework emphasizes the importance of a local focus for developing alliances between 
HEIs and commercial organizations, this is not intended to suggest that a global strategy on the part of 
the institution is unimportant. While admittedly a cliché, the “think globally but act locally” paradigm 
has a role in forming alliances. Blewitt (2010) reports that UNESCO’s 2005 report on sustainability 
found that while it is often based on local needs it also has international impacts and that both formal 
and informal education are required [1]. If universities, and their students, are to compete on a global 
stage administrators must change the traditional unidimensional organization which reacts poorly to 
global change to an institution with a broader perspective while at the same time maintaining a local 
focus. The AM framework, while emphasizing local alliances, argues that universities will be more 
successful in forming those alliances if they, like the firms with whom they wish to partner, maintain a 
global perspective. Thus, this research proposes: 

P4: The extent to which HEIs are successful in establishing a global strategy will be positively related 
to their ability to proactively externalize local economic activities beyond the academic environment 
resulting in more successful strategic alliances.  

Historically, universities have been not only home to scholarly research but often serve as the center 
of a community’s social, cultural and economic character. Sullivan (2011), in his recent examination of 
AACSB’s report on the evolving role of business schools, notes that universities provide an essential 
role in developing the leaders that drive economic advantage. In the context of HEIs contribution to 
local business development, and thus the institution’s ability to form meaningful alliances benefiting 
both parties stakeholders, this research views the relationship between the parties as having two 
distinct, but interrelated, components: “utility” and “being”.  

Utility describes those concrete activities in which the HEI participates that have a direct impact on 
business economic growth in the HEI’s community. Rather than the traditional measures of academic 
success, this dimension of the HEI’s accomplishments is the extent to which the HEI engages in 
tangible and actionable activities, such as incubators and small business centers, which have a direct 
and near-term impact on local development. Sullivan (2011) argues that innovation must be central to 
the mission of schools of business and that it represents value creation as well as spurring prosperity.  

HEI's are seen as the primary source for the skills both emerging and mature firms need to compete 
and succeed. Considerable attention has been devoted in both the academic and practitioner literature 
to the need to prepare Millennials for the workforce [24].  The AM model suggests that faculty and 
students represent a pool of consulting skills that are needed in community economic development, 
but which many universities fail to proactively provide.  

Being represents the intangible, less overt influences the HEI provides the community and the 
businesses that support its residents. While more difficult to quantify, these factors play an important 
role in recruiting existing firms and nurturing start-ups. These factors also appear in the literature 

7268



addressing economic development and include social capital, contributions to the disadvantaged, the 
recruitment value of having a HEI in the community and student volunteerism. Social capital is 
particularly relevant. While social capital may be less tangible or demonstrable than the consulting or 
incubator activities noted above, the ability of a new firm to access skills and resources through their 
social network is a critical success factor [25] and HEI’s are well suited to the task [4]. 

The AM framework argues that the alliances HEI’s form with local businesses, and the resulting 
support for local economic development, support superior student outcomes (internships, projects and 
jobs for example) as well budgetary benefits for the HEI. Thus, this research proposes: 

P5. The extent to which HEIs are successful in impacting localized community growth and 
development will be positively related to their ability to proactively externalize economic activities 
beyond the academic environment, resulting in more successful strategic alliances. 

Forming HEI and corporate alliances is challenged by their diametrically opposed view of, and reward 
for, risk tolerance. While firms are often rewarded by the marketplace for risk tolerance in introducing 
new products, expanding into new markets or innovation, universities are rarely equally rewarded.  

Although universities are frequently viewed as bastions of independent thinking and originality, we are 
arguably among the most tradition-bound institutions. Tenure, the industry's most common method for 
rewarding performance, is based on traditional concepts of scholarly behavior. Risk taking, in the form 
of innovative or experiential teaching, is discounted in favor of research and publication. While there is 
very little in the extant literature regarding risk tolerance as a cultural trait in universities or among 
university management, a 2002 study did reveal that only 22% of HEI leaders surveyed described 
themselves as what might be considered risk tolerant [25].  

Given that alliance failure, as described earlier in this study, is relatively high and that HEI’s often lack 
experience in forming and maintaining such relationships, the risk tolerance within most HEIs is low. 
As the firms that are the target of the HEI alliance are far more likely to be risk tolerant, the AM 
framework argues that HEIs that fail to adapt to a higher risk tolerance management style will find 
themselves at a competitive disadvantage in establishing strategic alliances. Thus, the research 
proposes: 

P6: Higher risk tolerance on the part of the HEI will be positively associated with their ability to form 
effective strategic alliances with firms. 

While HEI’s may largely lack the skills and experience required to establish and maintain successful 
strategic alliances, they universally excel at building and maintaining cultural commitment. In this 
context “cultural commitment” means that the consumer (a student or alumnus) is committed to the 
institution much as a consumer would be to a corporate brand. In the HEI environment, that 
commitment would manifest as loyalty to the university itself, the school’s sports team, Greek 
associations and other alumni.  

Despite decades of research regarding brand loyalty and buyer behavior there is little in the literature 
to suggest any firm or brand, with the possible exception of outliers such as Harley-Davidson or Apple, 
enjoys the level of commitment found at almost any traditional university. Although firms spend 
millions on brand management and its related promotion, HEI's are far more successful at building 
cultural commitment among their consumers and other stakeholders. This is especially true among 
Millennials, a group known for minimal brand loyalty but intense commitment to their university.  

Therefore, this framework argues that unlike the majority of the model in which the university is 
encouraged to adapt to the practices of the firms engaged in the alliance, in this case the firm has 
much to learn from the practices of the HEI. Thus, this research proposes: 

P7: The ability of HEIs to transfer cultural commitment to firms will be positively related to the ability of 
the two parties in establishing long-term, mutually beneficial strategic alliances.  

5.1 The Crucial Role of Marketing 
While the AM framework suggests benefits for both the firms and the HEIs, this research argues that it 
is the latter that must bear the responsibility for marketing those benefits to the other stakeholders in 
the alliance. Despite a far greater “supply” of firms as compared to HEIs, the universities nonetheless 
find themselves in the role of seller, promoting their “goods” to the corporate buyers. Thus, it becomes 
incumbent on the HEIs to adapt their marketing strategies from the currently narrow objectives of 
soliciting donations, recruiting students and promoting sports to the more complex objective of 
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establishing long-term strategic alliances as defined in this proposed model.  However, marketing in 
higher education represents a unique problem in that for many of the institution’s stakeholders, 
marketing is something of a “four-letter word”. Much like many non-profits in which corporate style 
marketing may be viewed as contrary to their social or humanitarian mission, marketing in academia 
may be perceived as inconsistent with traditional, "pure" scholarly pursuits.  Traditional academics 
may view marketing their university much as Unilever would market Dove soap as the antithesis of 
what it means to be an institution of higher learning.  

As those of us in academia readily recognize, we already have a plethora of marketing in our 
institutions - the issue is what we market. In many cases, virtually all of our marketing efforts are 
focused on recruiting students, and their parents, and on promoting our sports teams. This framework 
argues that a new paradigm of HEI marketing is required if the institutions are to be successful in 
establishing successful strategic alliances. In order for this to occur, conventional marketing wisdom 
suggests that three things will need to change in HEI marketing.  

− Positioning 
− Branding 
− Targeted marketing 

First, the HEI will need to position itself to be attractive to firms. While academic excellence is 
important to firms, it is likely not the driver that will encourage firms to seek out and maintain strategic 
alliances. While all universities promote their academic excellence, we cannot all be Ivy League [25] 
and need to seek an identity that, while not sacrificing academic standards, positions the school as 
“corporate friendly”.  Melewar and Akel (2005) found that having a corporate style identity is a powerful 
differentiator for universities and provides a competitive advantage.  

Second, and closely related, is the HEI’s brand. While there has been considerable attention paid to 
university branding, virtually all of has been focused on students’ perception and to a lesser degree on 
sports [26]. While favorable to the institution’s academic standing, it is unlikely that local firms see that 
as a brand image that supports strategic alliances. Consequently, HEIs will need to adopt branding 
activities that support efforts to establish alliances, which might include incubator support, linking 
classrooms to the community [28] and engaging students in the local community.  

The AM framework emphasizes the importance of a local focus targeting specific firms in the HEI’s 
community, and that this must extend to the HEIs marketing strategies. Bowen (2013) notes that there 
is a genuine advantage for students to attend a school in the same region in which they want to work 
[25]. This is equally true for the HEI’s marketing efforts in forming strategic alliances. In examining the 
relationships between HEIs and local business entities, Bacdayan (2002) found that a local focus on 
the part of the HEI is preferred by chambers of commerce and increased positive perceptions. In this 
author’s work with local economic development (in large part the impetus for this research) the 
importance of a locally-focused marketing strategy was a consistent contributor to a positive image of 
the HEI [30]. 

Much as in any marketing strategy, if the target audience is unaware of the “product”, what it has to 
offer and why buying it would benefit the purchaser they are unlikely to do so. HEI’s must market 
themselves to prospective firms and therefore this framework proposes: 

P8. Each of the activities described in P2 through P7 is fundamentally driven by HEIs adapting their 
marketing activities to promote strategic alliances.    

6 FUTURE RESEARCH AND MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS  
As discussed above, each of the propositions in this framework is supported by existing research. 
Strategic alliances, industrial and university pedagogy, local economic development, globalization and 
cultural commitment have all received considerable attention in academic research. What is lacking is 
a synthesis of these research streams. This framework hopes to provide a very preliminary proposal 
for addressing that need. Future research is needed to empirically test the model and to expand on 
each of the independent propositions. This provides researchers the opportunity for both qualitative 
and quantitative research.  

Although firms have an extensive track record at establishing alliances, albeit not always successfully, 
as noted in this proposal universities lack this experience and more profoundly, the expertise to 
maintain the alliances once created. Yet, university administrators are under ever increasing pressure 
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for funding and to demonstrate that the degrees they issue, at considerable cost, result in jobs that 
justify the expense. Despite the ivory tower, pure research mentality still found in many schools, most 
are recognizing that local firms are among their best options for meeting the needs of their 
stakeholders and for building local brand recognition and image. Conversely, the competitive 
landscape for young talent has never been more intense. Firms that lack experience in partnering with 
universities are finding themselves at a competitive disadvantage for both talent and knowledge 
acquisition. 

Yet, as this framework proposes, neither group has a particularly noteworthy history of establishing 
and maintaining these necessary alliances. This framework, if operationalized, provides managers in 
both entities a model on which to build, resulting in a competitive advantage and superior outcomes 
for their stakeholders. 
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