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INTRODUCTION  

Competition is increasingly rising in the field of marketing and marketing has a key role for 

surviving and prospering of any organization/firm and industry. Today’s HE is located in an 
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ABSTRACT  

The aim of this study is to review some selective studies which have been conducted on 

competitive advantage in higher education (HE). Competitive advantage as a key term of 

strategic management is to explain features that allow a firm to outperform its rivals. To achieve 

a long term success in the world of business, there is a need to build sustainability in competitive 

advantage which is named as sustainable competitive advantage. HE as a new marketplace is 

facing many challenges therefore, universities and institutions try to attract more and qualified 

students through generating and developing their competitive advantage. Thus, it is important to 

know what competitive advantage is all about according to the academics and researchers. To 

achieve a comprehensive literature on competitive advantage in HE, the authors of present study 

take a range of recently published works on competitive advantage in HE from 1998 to 2015. The 

findings provide information about source, indicating what can be found there and how the 

information can help. In addition, this article will bring helpful insight for managers who are 

implicated in HE and offers practical help to future researcher who are interested to conduct a 

study on competitive advantage especially as the purpose of this study in HE.  
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open information environment and competition for attracting more students with higher level of 

knowledge is increasing day by day. So, as a result, many universities have begun to adopt 

market-oriented strategies.  

Among various key terms of strategic management, competitive advantage is probably known as 

the most important key. Strategic management is all about achieving and sustaining competitive 

advantage. The importance of competitive advantage for a firm is to earn an ability to create 

more value than its rivals. This value may lead to a sustainable competitive advantage if it 

continues for a long period of time. In fact, sustainable competitive advantage is needed for a 

firm to maintain and improve its competitive position in the market. This is a fact that the greater 

sustainability in the competitive advantage, the more difficulty for firm’s competitors to 

neutralize or overcome the advantage. 

Nowadays, in general HE marketplace is facing many challenges. As noted by Russell (2005), 

education is “a first class ticket for life”. So, competition to attract qualified students has 

increased with the awareness of students about existing competitive advantages. These 

competitive advantages could be different for each university and institution. Some examples of 

these competitive advantages are the programs, services, and quality of education offered by 

universities.  

Several studies have been conducted by scholars on competitive advantage in HE to determine 

its influence on HE market from different views (Mainarctes, Ferreira et al. 2009, Aydın 2013, 

Al-Shaikh 2015, de Haan 2015) which will be reviewed later on in section “in depth review of 

some relevant selective studies”.  

To sum up, authors of the present study aim to review some previous studies which have been 

conducted on competitive advantage in HE from 1998 to 2015 in order to find out a 

comprehensive literature on competitive advantage in HE. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
In the field of business and management, there is an important concept under the name of 

strategic management which is one of the most important concepts and presumably the most 

important one. Strategic management as stated by David and 戴维 (2001) can be defined as the 

art and science of formulating, implementing, and evaluating cross-functional decisions that 

enable an organization to achieve its objectives. It is worthwhile mentioning that the purpose of 

strategic management is to exploit and create new and different opportunities for tomorrow; 

long-range planning, in contrast, tries to optimize for tomorrow the trends of today (David and 

戴维 2001). 

At this stage, it is notable that there are nine key terms in strategic management as stated by 

David and 戴维 (2001) which are competitive advantage, strategists, vision and mission 

statements, external opportunities and threats, internal strengths and weaknesses, long-term 

objectives, strategies, annual objectives, and policies. According to the David and 戴维 (2001) “ 

strategic management is all about gaining and maintaining competitive advantage”. Therefore, it 

can be deduced that competitive advantage is the first and presumably the most important key 

term of strategic management. 

By highlighting importance of strategic management and significance of competitive advantage 

in any firm, organization and etc., authors of this review paper have been motivated to review 

some selective studies related to competitive advantage in HE in order to contribution to the 

body of knowledge in this research era. 
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In order to achieve this, in the literature review part of present study, competitive advantage 

strategy and its importance in firms will be stated. Then, its significance role in HE will be 

brought into discussion through highlighting finding of related previous studies from 1998 to 

2015 and finally four selective studies from 2009 to 2015 will be reviewed in depth in section “in 

depth review of some relevant selective studies” for further clarification. 

COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGE STRATEGY 

The business world is full of different concepts, but probably one of the most popular business 

concepts is competitive advantage. Ansoff (1965) for the first time described the concept of 

competitive advantage as the “properties of individual products/markets which will give the firm 

a strong competitive position‟ (p79). Also, Uyterhoeven, Ackerman et al. (1973) defined 

competitive advantages as the way in which a firm applies its skills, capabilities and its resources 

to obtain superior return on investment in a product market. Barney (1991) believed that 

competitive advantage in a firm means to implement a value creating strategy which is not 

simultaneously being implemented by any competitors besides these competitors included both 

current and future competitors. However, The concept of competitive advantage has obtained 

popularity because of Michael Porter's study (de Haan 2015). Porter (1980) proposed theory of 

the competitiveness in the industry. He believed that the state of competition within the industry 

is determined by the structure of an industry. Then he extended that there are five structural 

forces that determine competitive power including competitive rivalry, the threat of new entrants, 

the bargaining power of buyers and suppliers and the impact of substitute products or services 

(Porter 1980). 

 Competitive rivalry is the most important force among these forces. What is essential and 

crucial here is the number of competitors and their capabilities. It means that, more competitors 

who can offer equally or more attractive products or services makes you have often less power in 

the situation. On the other hand, if there is nobody else can do the same as what you do, you will 

most likely have huge strength (Porter 1980, David and 戴维 2001). 

 Threat of new entry is affected by the ability of people or new competitor into the market. 

These forces include factors that may facilitate the entry of new competitors into the arena of 

competition in the industry or maybe conversely makes it difficult. For example, if the costs of 

entry to the market and compete effectively is little, then new rivals enable quickly enter the 

market and weaken the position of the other competitors. Conversely, if there is more 

differentiation or distinction in an industry so, there will be less threat by new competitors 

(Porter 1980, David and 戴维 2001).  

 Bargaining power of buyer shows the power of buyer to dictate its choice to you. Indeed, 

it is related to the number of buyers (The more number of buyers, reducing the bargaining power 

of buyers), size of each order, the importance of each product/services for buyer, cost of 

changing and so on (Porter 1980, David and 戴维 2001). 

 Bargaining supplier power is related to some criteria such as; the number of suppliers 

(more supplier leads to less bargaining), ability to substitute (The greater the number of 

substitute products, the supplier bargaining power goes down), the uniqueness of their product or 

service, cost of changing and so on (Porter 1980, David and 戴维 2001). 

 Threat of substitution refers to substitute performance. It means that the easier 

substitution of product, the more power of substitution of product and more competition in the 

industry (Porter 1980, David and 戴维 2001). 
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These competitive forces form the business strategy and this fact was demonstrated through of 

“five forces model”. In fact, he demonstrated that there is a direct link between two concepts, 

“competitive advantage” and “value” by explaining that value for buyers is the means to achieve 

competitive advantages (Porter 1980). 
 

 

The Five-Forces Model of Competition as illustrated by David and 戴维 (2001), (p.106) 

IMPORTANCE OF COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGE 

Several studies mentioned to the importance of competitive advantage in a firm. The importance 

of competitive advantage will be clear when a firm generates more economic value than its 

competitors also, in return of the benefits of this competitive advantage, the firm enable achieve 

greater economic value than its rivals (Porter 1980). There are a variety of firm resources such as 

information, capabilities, human resources, knowledge, and assets and so on. These resources 

should be controlled by a firm to implement strategies in order to improve its efficiency and 

effectiveness (Daft 1983). One of these strategies is competitive advantage strategy. Barney 

(1991) simply stated that a firm can enjoy a competitive advantage for the period of calendar 

time as a sustained competitive advantage. While firms face the competitors, who are believe and 

apply competitive advantage theories, they have the same need of surviving and prospering by 

achieving or realizing a better “fit” with their environment (Drazin and Van de Ven 1985, Jenster 

1987, Johnson and Scholes 2002, Bryson, Ackermann et al. 2007). Based on Greve (2009), the 

added value in a firm comes from a high performance of the firm, therefore there is a link 

between high performance and competitive advantage.  
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IMPORTANCE OF COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGE IN HE 

Many researchers from different views have studied about competitive advantage in attracting 

more students in universities and HE institutions which demonstrate the importance of 

competitive advantage in this field. The sources of competitive advantages are known as the 

reputation of the university or institution, the educational standards and program, location, cost 

and activities of students (Blustain, Goldstein et al. 1998). According to Donaldson and 

McNicholas (2004), factors influencing student choice of university and institution and choice of 

course include the reputation, services and facilities, location, financial considerations, social 

climate of institute, university and department, and nature of the courses and program of 

learning. Furthermore, easy transportation and the proximity to home are known as the critical 

factors in choosing a university or institute (Telli Yamamoto 2006). In order to propose a 

conceptual model for explaining the process of identification of the competitive advantages in 

HEI, Mainarctes, Ferreira et al. (2009) clarified that the internal and external factors to the 

institution should be achieved by the managers of these institutions. These factors have impacted 

on the identification of the competitive advantages. There are some internal factors within the 

university also some external factors within the educational market have an impact on students' 

adoption process (García-Peñalvo, de Figuerola et al. 2010). Persson (2007) stated that the most 

important physical-internal criteria is location of a university; while Petruzzellis and Romanazzi 

(2010) in their study revealed that the efforts of universities will be more effective if they 

considered students’ perceptions of value which are affected by differences in costs (monetary 

and non-monetary), students’ attitudes and socio-demographic features; also the higher teaching 

quality performance of the university make to the lower dropping out the student’s propensity 

(Johnes and McNabb 2004). In fact, costs and students’ attitudes and socio-demographic features 

as competitive advantage criteria can ride universities in the road of efficiency and effectiveness 

(Petruzzellis and Romanazzi 2010). According to Lim and Svensson (2013), a critical marketing 

education is needed to offer a pragmatic means in order to prepare universities students to 

become more active and critical voices of society. Furthermore, Location as the other criteria of 

competitive advantage was proposed in the study of Aydın (2013). He stated that the location has 

a crucial effect to attract the students to universities. Fernandes, Ross et al. (2013) declared that 

student satisfaction has an impact on student loyalty in HE sector. In reality, they showed that the 

relation between program satisfaction and satisfaction with non-academic facilities and services 

has a positive effect on student loyalty.  Yeo and Li (2014) in their study revealed the influences 

of service quality as a criteria of competitive advantage in HE and how they can improve the 

overall performance of a higher learning institution. Based on the study of de Haan (2015), 13 

elements were identified in constructing the competitive advantages which have positive effect in 

the field of HE. These elements will be stated in the following literature review. In general, 

competitive advantage has a vital role in education (Al-Shaikh 2015). Therefore, the scholars 

about HE support the growing competitive environment of this area. 

 

SUSTAINED COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGE 

A sustained competitive advantage in a firm referred to when the firm is implementing a value 

creating strategy which is not simultaneously being implemented by any present or future 

competitors and when these rivals are unable to duplicate the advantages of this strategy (Porter 

1980, Barney, McWilliams et al. 1989). Some writer expressed that a sustained competitive 

advantage is a competitive advantage which stay or continue for a long period of time (Porter 

1985, Jacobsen 1988). The other explanation of sustained competitive advantage is asserted by 
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Lippman and Rumelt (1982) and (Rumelt 1997); they believed that a competitive advantage is 

sustained if it can stay and continue after efforts to duplicate that advantage have ceased. About 

the importance of sustained competitive advantage can be said that a sustained competitive 

advantage is more of a matter of movement and ability to change than of position or location 

(Stalk, Evans et al. 1991). Based on Buhalis (2000) in the field of educational services, 

competitiveness should also consist the sustainability of local resources to ensure the 

maintenance of success for a long time and to achieve the equitable returns-on-resources for 

satisfying all stakeholders. A firm can achieve to sustained competitive advantages if it possesses 

a good and real competence also has a good understanding how to take advantage of it (Al-

Shaikh 2015).  

It can be said that, there is a need to the competitive advantage for any organization for 

sustaining the organization and the happening of this fact is dependent to have a sustained 

competitive advantage for a long term. 

IN DEPTH REVIEW OF SOME RELEVANT SELECTIVE STUDIES 

The impact of competitive advantage in the field of marketing especially in the context of 

institution and university or in other words HE have attracted researcher’s attention. Below are 

four reviews of recently published articles: 

Mainarctes, Ferreira et al. (2009) conducted a study with the purpose of proposing a model in 

order to explain the process of identification of the competitive advantage in a HE institution 

(HEI). In other sentence, it can be asserted that, the study conducted by Mainarctes, Ferreira et 

al. (2009) had primary objective for finding out the phenomenon of identification of competitive 

advantages that were given to the development of strategies in an HEI. In order to achieve the 

primary purpose of study as stated earlier, Mainarctes, Ferreira et al. (2009) based the research 

methodology on theoretical foundation and then developing conceptual model according to 

theoretical approach. For better understanding, as stated by Tonks and Farr (1995)  in the study 

by Mainarctes, Ferreira et al. (2009), core business of an HEI is academic teaching, the use of 

explicit competitive strategies, formalized and appropriated, these aid HEIs in the segmentation 

and positioning adapted to the target market-objective. Mainarctes, Ferreira et al. (2009) 

followed three theoretical approaches of business strategies which were adapted to HEI for 

constructing the proposed model within their study. These theories were as follows: firstly; 

theories of Competitiveness, as much as in the industry as territorial, it established the external 

factors to HEI to be considered in the search by competitive advantages. Secondly, theory of the 

Resources and Capabilities aided in the development of a relationship of internal factors that the 

management of the educational organizations should take into account in analyzing the 

competitiveness of their organization. Thirdly, the Stakeholders theory contributed for the 

identification of the several publics linked to the HEI and that the service to their needs generate 

competitive advantages to these institutions (Mainarctes, Ferreira et al. 2009). 

To sum up, through taking into consideration that nowadays all organizations and firms are 

coping with a highly competitive era and this is a considerable fact for HEIs. Furthermore, 

according to the Wai-ming Tam (2007) that stated “Considering that the HEI is now inserted in a 

competitive market, competition is stimulated by the governments and for the need of growth, 

the way for the survival of this type of organization goes through a strategic management facing 

the competitiveness” and also asserted by Wong (2005) as written “associated with a 

professional leadership, with a more entrepreneurial vision”. Thus, proposition of the conceptual 

model by Mainarctes, Ferreira et al. (2009)  based on three theories as mentioned earlier, was 

really practical and beneficial and gave helpful insights for those managers who were implicated 
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in a HEI. Although the proposed model by Mainarctes, Ferreira et al. (2009) had its own 

limitations in the case of reviewing in relevant literature and its generic model. Because in the 

proposed model, the specificities of each HEIs or even each country has not been considered, 

therefore, deepening and extending the adequate literature and considering local, national context 

and environmental factors adapted to each HEIs will be really practical. 

A study by Aydın (2013) was conducted to reveal the location as a sustainable competitive 

advantage in order to attract the students during 2013-2014 in a university located in Istanbul 

European side of Turkey. The research method was a designed questionnaire by the author. The 

questionnaire was designed as a 15-items scale, the first two questions were demographics and 

the last question was open-ended, the two of other twelve questions are about location while the 

other ten factors with location will be examined to the other study. These twelve questions were 

the factors that have an influence on the student’s choice. He obtained the results through 

analyzing with T-test and supporting with open-ended question in survey. The findings of 100 

distributed online questionnaires among students indicated that the location as competitive 

advantage has an important impact on attracting the students to universities. Besides, the 

influence of the location on the students’ university choice decision makes it be a kind of 

sustainable competitive advantage for HE institutions. Also, he added the need for further 

empirical studies in this field.  

 Furthermore, Al-Shaikh (2015) conducted a study in Jordan with the purpose of determining the 

competitive advantage impact on marketing Jordanian universities based on specific 

demographic features which were gender of students, student level, specialization, payment 

methods of fees, and nationality. The proposed model of his study consisted of demographic 

variables which are mentioned earlier as independent variables and competitive advantage as 

dependent variable. Al-Shaikh (2015) used a quantitative approach  through collecting 

questionnaires. The questionnaire consisted two parts: demographic variables with 22 items 

introduced by Quintal, Wong et al. (2012), and competitive advantage with 5 items introduced 

by Barney (1991) and Hamel and Prahalad (1994). Total population of the Zarqa University was 

200 students so a stratified proportional-random sample was used to fill the questionnaire. 

Furthermore, he utilized SPSS software for data process and analysis in order to test reliability 

and to obtain the findings through means, standard deviations, percentages and ANOVA test for 

the demographic features of the sample. The findings of his study revealed significant statistical 

evidences which influenced the difference between the impacts of competitive advantage on 

marketing of Zarqa University as one of Jordanian universities. Also, these differences are due to 

demographic features included gender, level, specialty, and nationality of the student and way of 

university fees payment (Al-Shaikh 2015). 

de Haan (2015) conducted a study in Dutch HE Sector entitled “Competitive advantage, what 

does it really mean in the context of public HE institutions?” The aim of his study was to 

investigate critically the state on competitive advantage, by locating competitive advantage mean 

in the sector of public HE. A qualitative method was chosen for better understanding about 

“competitive advantage” by education practitioners. In the period of 2009-2011, 73 interviews 

were conducted at 16 Dutch PHEIs. The findings of research identified 13 elements in 

constructing the competitive advantages of HE institutions. This was due to the diversified 

meanings of "competitive advantage". Based on its importance viewed by the interviewees, 

These elements included respectively, quality of education, reputation, unique selling point, 

growth of student numbers, quality of facilities and services, ranking, International cooperation, 

location, doing better, Experiential knowledge, Competitive position, Alumni network, and 
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Accreditation certificate. Then he clarified that it should be critically reviewed and verified the 

business way of defining of competitive advantage because of the difference in competition in 

the public education market and normal market. 

SOURCE OF DATA 

As the nature of research on strategic management, especially competitive advantage strategy 

which is one of the nine key terms of strategic management as indicated in David and 戴维 

(2001) and stated earlier in literature review part of present review article is really difficult to 

specific disciplines, the relevant materials are scattered across various journals. 

Strategic management, marketing, business and management, business research journals and 

highly cited valid books such as David and 戴维 (2001) by Pearson Education are some salient 

valid references for this research.  

Therefore, the following online journal databases and books were searched and reviewed in 

depth and brought into discussion in order to provision of a comprehensive bibliography of the 

academic literature for present review study: 

 Academic search premier 

 Business search premier 

 Emerald Insight Full Text  

 Online journals abstracted and indexed in EBSCO host, Google scholar, National Library 

of Australia, ISI Journal Citations Reports (ISI-JCR), the Excellence in Research for Australia 

(ERA), Cabell’s, Australian Business Dean Council (ABDC) and etc. 

 Rutledge, Taylor & Francis Group 

 Pearson Education Inc.  valid and highly cited book (David and 戴维 2001) with 2358 

citation report by Google scholar. 

As can be seen in the literature review (section “importance of competitive advantage in HE”), 

selective articles from 1998 to 2015 were brought into discussion. Then, four valid articles from 

2009 to 2015 with different research methodology approaches involving qualitative, quantitative 

and theoretical foundation were reviewed in details in section “in depth review of some relevant 

selective studies”. 

CONCLUSION 

This review study has focused on identifying and highlighting the influence of competitive 

advantage in HE through studying some selective empirical research studies on HE. Based on the 

above literature, findings of this study reveal that researches focused on competitive advantage in 

HE from different viewpoint such as demographic features, location, reputation and so on 

because the specificities of each university or HEI are different from country to country or from 

culture to culture. Additionally, due to the local conditions of each university and different 

cultures, different models were used, therefore, deepening and extending the adequate literature 

and considering local, national context and environmental factors adapted to each HEIs will be 

really practical. 

This review article contributed managers who are holding positions and have responsibility for 

sustaining their organization and provided practical help for those researchers who are interested 

in conducting a research on competitive advantage.  
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