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ABSTRACT
Prior research has been relatively withdrawn to study the strategic management 

process in non-profit organizations, and ignored differences in strategic planning in 
academic institutions. In contrast, this paper argues why and how strategic planning 
may lead to desired levels of organizational performance in a college or university. 
We used mixed methodology approach based on content analysis. Our exploratory 
work found that higher ranked universities had strategy statement that emphasized 
faculty. Findings highlight the importance of a clearly articulated strategy 
emphasizing faculty for university ranking on the sample of 203 business schools. 
We provide evidence that the most successful universities are likely to proactively 
use and manage strategy statements for attaining higher rankings and attracting more 
students. 

INTRODUCTION
Many strategy scholars argued that strategy is an organizational level 

phenomenon (Bower, 1970; Burgelman, 1983; Farjoun, 2002; Tsai, MacMillan, & 
Low, 1991).  As such, a clearly defined strategy and a strategic plan are viewed 
as the keys to a company’s success (Hummelbrunner & Jones, 2013; Jain, 1993; 
Mintzberg, 1994b). In fact, the importance of clear planning in strategy led to the 
“planning school” of strategic management, and cannot be overemphasized (Eden & 
Ackermann, 2013; Mintzberg, 1994a; Mintzberg & Lampel, 2012). 

As Mintzberg (1985) wrote, strategies must be seen as an impenetrable “black 
box” for planning and for planners, around which, rather than inside of which, they 
work. Strategies may be involved in inputs to the process, support for the process, 
or consequences of the process. The role of planning was defined as strategic 
programming (Mintzberg, 1994a), where all organizations engage in formal planning, 
not to create strategies, but to program the strategies they already have, that is, to 
elaborate and operationalize their consequences formally. Planning as programming 
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is clearly a systematic procedure to produce an articulated result (Mintzberg, 
Ahlstrand, & Lampel, 2005; Rumelt, 1995).  Planning is decision making, or more 
exactly a set of coordinated decision processes evoked by the dictates of strategy 
(Mintzberg et al., 2005). It clearly involves future thinking, and often controlling the 
future as well. According to Mintzberg et al., (2005) strategic programming involves 
a series of steps: (1) the codification of a given strategy, including its clarification and 
articulation; (2) the elaboration of that strategy into substrategies, ad hoc programs, 
and action plans of various kinds; and (3) the conversion of those substrategies, 
programs, and plans into routine budgets and objectives. In this paper, we analyze 
codification and elaboration in the sample of university strategy statements. Strategy 
statements, similar to mission statements, are tools that carry the essence of strategy 
(Carraher, Carraher, & Mintu-Wimsatt, 2005; Cochran, David, & Gibson, 2008). 

Much of the literature on strategy emphasizes the importance of identifying 
the most advantageous spot an organization can occupy in the fast-moving markets 
with changing consumer preferences (Von Bergen & Bressler, 2015). Recognizing 
the nature of strategy on the market place and considering the difference in college 
and university management from corporate management, for this paper we used the 
following definition of strategy: “a systematic way of positioning an institution with 
stakeholders in its environment to create value that differentiates it from competitors 
and leads to a sustainable advantage” (Alfred, 2006). This definition is based on four 
major questions related to the future of the institution and its place in the market: (1) 
who are the stakeholders? (2) what do those stakeholders look for and perceive as 
value? (3) does strategy lead to differentiation of the institution from the peer group? 
(4) how long can the advantage be sustained for? (Alfred, 2006).

Strategy statements can also be used as a tool for scanning (Keller, 1983). For 
this paper we used strategy statements that are clearly articulated statements usually 
two to twenty pages long. Strategy statements are different from mission statements 
because they are more focused on strategy, more specific and usually much longer than 
mission statements. Review of literature indicates that many authors have empirically 
explored the theory that upper-level executives particularly direct their scanning 
toward those environmental sectors of key importance to the organization’s strategy 
(Hambrick, 1982; Hambrick, Humphrey, & Gupta, 2014). The concept of scanning as 
used in the strategy literature includes both formal (Subramanian, Kumar, & Yauger, 
2011) and informal (Alkhafaji, 2011; Kobrin, 2013) searches, and both directed and 
undirected viewing (Aguilar, 1967). Strategic plans in non-profit organizations were 
also studied using the sample of hospitals and liberal art colleges (Hambrick, 1982) 
and results underlined the importance of environmental scanning for top executives. 
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DATA

Sample

In order to collect the data, we approached 578 public and private universities 
by writing letters to administrations and checking universities’ websites. Many 
universities had their statements of strategy (Taylor, 1984; Tegarden, Sarason, 
Childers, & Hatfield, 2005)  on their websites. The sample was comprised of AACSB 
accredited universities, partially due to the perceived higher quality of AACSB1  
accredited universities and partially due to data availability (Eldredge & Galloway, 
1983; Gutierrez & Long, 2002; Porter & McKibbin, 1988; Pringle & Michel, 2007).  
Thus these were universities that had business schools. The data we were able to 
collect included strategy statements from 203 AACSB accredited universities. By 
analyzing each report, the page length and word count of the entire report and the 
strategy section data was reported in an Excel file. Few universities also had an 
appendix relating to strategic management, which was accounted for by page length 
and word count. Four independent coders worked on arranging the data set and 
testing it for accuracy. Specifically coders were identifying strategy statements 
from the rest of the strategic plan, and then inputting the narrative from the strategy 
statements into a dedicated word document that was later used for reading by the 
content analysis software. 

In the next step of analysis, we collected various characteristic of universities 
in the sample.  Certain dimensions of data analysis were taken from literature and 
then analyzed; for instance, all universities were divided into two groups: private 
universities versus public universities, due to previous evidence of their differences 
(Ahn, Charnes, & Cooper, 1988; Volkwein & Parmley, 2000). Previous research 
has also clearly delineated other dimensions of universities, and we used those 
dimensions to contrast various universities.  The data set was analyzed along 
the following dimensions that are outlined in the previous literature: (1) public 
universities versus private universities (Ahn et al., 1988; Volkwein & Parmley, 
2000), (2) research universities versus teaching universities (Carayol & Matt, 2004; 
De Groot, McMahon, & Volkwein, 1991; Payne, 2001), (3) religiously affiliated 
universities versus non-religiously affiliated universities (McConnell, 1990; Mixon, 
Lyon, & Beaty, 2004; Rawwas, Swaidan, & Al-Khatib, 2006), (4) universities with 

1  AACSB International—The Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business is a global, nonprofit membership 
organization of educational institutions, businesses, and other entities devoted to the advancement of management 
education. AACSB International advances quality management education worldwide through accreditation, thought 
leadership, and value-added services.
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countries of origin (Agasisti & Pérez-Esparrells, 2010; Aghion, Dewatripont, Hoxby, 
Sapir, & Mas-Colell, 2007; Chia & Kang, 2014), (5) regional universities (Proctor, 
2012; Trippl, Sinozic, & Smith, 2012; Urbano & Guerrero, 2013), (6) number of 
students  (Ferguson, 2013; Onyeaso & Adalikwu, 2008; Watjatrakul, 2014), (7) 
university’s year of  establishment and university’s age (Universities, 2013), (8) 
university’s ranking (Amsler & Bolsmann, 2012; Dill & Soo, 2005; Usher & Savino, 
2007), and (9) university’s endorsement (Li-Ping Tang, Luna-Arocas, & Whiteside, 
2003).  

While corporate success is often linked to profitability, for universities, which 
are non-profit organizations, success is often linked to high ranking (Lo, 2014; 
Rauhvargers, 2011). So, in the next step of analysis, the Excel file with the rankings 
of each university/college in our data set was created. Rankings were based on QS2, 
Forbes3, U.S. News & World Report4, Washington Monthly5, Academic Ranking of 
World Universities: ARWU6, and Time7.

Enrollment

The size of universities has a very 
broad range. The smallest university 
in the sample was a private university 
in France with only 380 students. The 
largest university in our sample  was 
a large state university from United 
States with 98,097 students. Data 
in our sample suggested that larger 
universities tend to be in the United 
States where the smaller universities are generally in Europe. The average university 
size in the data set is roughly 17,000 students. All universities were divided into 
groups of 10,000 students. As seen in the graph below, the majority of universities 
have less than or equal to 10,000 students. The next most common university size 
is between 10,001 and 20,000 students. There are fewer universities with a large 
number of students attending. For the most part, both public and private universities 
have equal representation in all size categories, although the first seven smallest 

2 http://www.topuniversities.com/university-rankings 
3 http://www.forbes.com/forbes/welcome/  
4 http://colleges.usnews.rankingsandreviews.com/best-colleges 
5 http://washingtonmonthly.com/college_guide/  
6 http://www.shanghairanking.com/  
7 http://time.com/magazine/
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universities are private and the biggest university is public. Research universities 
are larger in size compared to teaching universities. The largest research university 
has 98,097 students and the smallest research university 790. The largest teaching 
university has 39,256 students and the smallest has 380 students. The average size 
for research universities is 17,407 students and the average for teaching universities 
is 14,307 students.

US-Based vs. International

Although most of the universities in 
the data set are located in the United States, 
there are many international universities 
included. In our data set, there are 149 US-
based universities and 54 international 
universities. The universities are from 29 
countries in total. France is the second most 
represented country in the data set with seven 
universities. Canada and the United Kingdom 
follow closely with six universities in the 
data set each. The United Kingdom was also 
broken down into specific countries. The total 
of six universities of the United Kingdom 
can be further divided into three from 
Scotland and three from England. The 
international universities have a balance 
between public and private universities 
in the data set, while the majority of 
US-based universities in the data set 
are public. International universities 
more commonly are smaller in size 
where American universities tend to 
be larger in size. The data set shows a 
balance between research and teaching 
universities for both US-based and 
international universities as well.
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Geographic Distributions

 The chart illustrates regional 
location of each of the 149 US-based 
universities. The Northeast has a 
total of 32 universities. Within the 
Northeast, 22 universities are in the 
Middle Atlantic and ten universities 
are in New England. The Midwest 
has 35 universities. The South has 59 
universities in total. Within the South, 
ten universities are in the East South 
Central, 33 universities are in the South 
Atlantic, and 16 universities are in the 
West South Central. The West region 
has 23 universities, five of which are 
in the Mountain West and 18 in the Pacific West. Only eight of the New England 
universities are religiously affiliated. In the south, the majority are non-religious, 
public, and research-based universities. Most universities in the Midwest are public 
and non-religious universities. Only four universities in the West are religious and 
seven are private.  The South, Midwest, and West all have more public universities 
where the Northeast has more private universities.  

Public vs. Private

The university’s public or private 
status was also accounted for. With 203 
universities in total, 84 are private and 
119 are public. The smallest public 
university in the data set is in France 
with 2,650 students, where the largest public university is in the US with 98,097 
students. Only five universities that are public are also religiously affiliated. Out of 
the 119 public universities, 95 are US-based. Out of the 84 private universities, 24 
are international. Within the 119 public universities, there is a very close balance 
between research universities and teaching universities. 

 The number of public research universities in the data set is 70 and the number 
of the public and teaching universities is 49. Within the 84 private universities, there 
is also a very close balance between research universities and teaching universities. 
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Research oriented universities account for 36 of the private universities and teaching 
oriented account for 48.

Research Based Universities

Before we started the analysis, 
we expected teaching universities to 
emphasize students. 

There is also a fair number of 
research-based universities. With 203 
universities in total, 111 are research 
universities and 92 are not research-
based. The majority of the research universities are public universities. The research 
universities are mid-large sized universities as well. Research universities are 
typically larger, with the largest university having 98,097 students. 

 On the other hand, teaching 
universities tend to be smaller, with 
the smallest university being with 380 
students. Most of the research universities 
are located in the United States. Out of 
the 111 research universities, 80 universities are US-based and 31 are international. 
Most of the teaching universities in the sample are located in the United States. Out 
of the 92 universities, 69 are US-based and 23 are international. 

Age of Universities

The age of the universities has 
a very broad range in our sample. The 
youngest university in the sample is from 
Asia and it is only seven years old. The 
oldest university in the sample is from the 
UK and is 564 years old. The average age 
of universities in this data set is 117 years 
old.  The first few youngest universities 
and the first few oldest universities are 
both international. In fact, most of the 
European universities are older. US-based 
universities have a broad range of ages, 
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from 39 years to 248 years. 
All of the US-based universities are fairly young. The international universities 

have a broader range of age. The oldest teaching university is 564 years old and the 
youngest is only seven years old.  The oldest research university is 248 years old 
and the youngest university is 24 years old. Both research and teaching universities 
have an even range of ages. The average age of research universities is 112 years old 
where the average age of teaching universities is 117 years old.

Religious vs. Non-religious

The data set has 168 non-religious 
universities and 35 religiously affiliated 
universities. Out of the 168 non-religious 
universities, 114 of the universities 
are public. Out of the 35 religious 
universities, 30 of them are private. 

ANALYSIS AND RESULTS
US-based universities in our 

specific sample have a greater tendency 
to be public. International universities 
favor private universities only by a 
small margin. It is evident that teaching 
universities are smaller in size. Research 
universities have a wider range of size, 
having at least 1 university in almost 
every category. 

With only a small number of 
religious universities, the most are 
found in the South. Each region has a significantly larger number of non-religious 
universities compared to religious universities. 

There are more research-based universities in both the US-based and 
international universities categories. However, the number of teaching universities 
for both US-based and international universities is not too far behind.

.

.

.



Volume 34, Number  23

Ranking

As seen the graph below, many 
universities in the data set are regionally, 
nationally, and internationally ranked. 
With 109 universities, Forbes ranks the 
highest number of universities in the 
data set, followed by QS World with 
71 universities. Each university may be 
ranked among a few of these measures. 
For example, 49 universities have only 
one ranking and 48 universities have two rankings. A large US-based university in 
the sample has six rankings. The university with six rankings is public, and 12 out 
of the 20 universities with five rankings are public as well. However, the universities 
with fewer rankings are private. Out of the 42 universities with zero rankings, 24 are 
private. Out of the 49 universities with one ranking, 37 of them are private.

It was a limitation of our study that we did not have any ranking that would 
cover all the universities in the sample, but Forbes’ ranking was covering 54% of our 
sample and we decided to proceed with it.  

The religious universities have a wider distribution of the rankings. The 
university with the highest number of rankings is a US-based public university with 
more than 27,000 students affiliated with the Methodist Episcopal Church. 

Each of the rankings uses a 
different approach and methodology 
in order to rank various universities 
nationally and internationally. Forbes 
merged with the Center for College 
Affordability and Productivity (CCAP) 
in order to establish the indicators used 
for determining the rankings. The two 
organizations decided to analyze the students’ success after college rather than the 
success of getting into that college. When ranking 650 universities, 12 indicators 
were used, each one falling into one of the factors with various weights: student 
satisfaction (25%), post-graduate success (32.5%), graduation rate (7.5%), student 
debt (25%), and academic success (10%). 

As part of our analysis, we plotted endowment versus ranking. The results 
clearly indicated that higher ranked universities have much larger endowments. 

) )



24 Journal of Business Strategies

Interestingly, there were few outliers of universities with lower ranking that had 
endowments larger than many universities that were ranked higher. These outliers 
prove the general concept of positive correlation between the university’s ranking 
and endowment size.  

Content Analysis

For the content analysis part of this paper, we used NVivo 10 software. All of 
the strategy statements were imported into the NVivo Program. We created one data 
set that contained the structured arrangement of 203 strategy statements and various 
characteristics of universities, including rankings. In the next step, we opened and 
explored the strategy statements, coding and making a number of nodes to collect all 
the relevant data. Thirty text search queries were performed, and query results were 
gathered in various nodes. The NVivo 10 permits several types of searches, ranging 
from exact to similar.  Below are the NVivo results for various searches. Each term 
was searched three times, using the exact word (marked Exact), half way through the 
similarity scale (marked Middle) and all the way through similarity scale (marked 
Similar). The term “planning” was the most common, with 217,453 references in 
202 out of 203 strategy statements. Surprisingly, “strategic development” was only 
cited 65 times in 20 out of 203 strategy statements. 

Considering the importance of 
sustainability, a number of searches 
on “sustainability” related terms were 
performed. “Social responsibility” 
was the most common term related 
to sustainability and was present in 
every strategy statement with 248,521 
references. “Corporate Social 
Responsibility” and its abbreviated 
form “CSR” were among the least 
referenced terms appearing in 69 and 
26 strategy statements respectively. 
“Sustainability” term was present in 
every strategy statement and yielded 
108,298 references. 

We visualized our data and performed a word frequency query. The word 
frequency algorithm scans the documents and identifies most frequently used words. 



Volume 34, Number  25

An interesting finding was that better ranked universities were much more faculty 
focused in their strategy statements, while their lower ranked counterparts were 
more focused on students and other aspects of strategy (Please see the word cloud 
showing the effect). 

Towards the end of 
the analysis, we performed 
searches in seemingly 
unrelated terms like facilities 
and buildings. To our surprise, 
every strategy statement 
contained the term buildings and the total number of references was 266,250. This 
may be an indication that in today’s infrastructure driven world, physical aspects of 
universities play a greater role, and universities use the term to indicate investments 
into infrastructure or development of buildings as one of the signs of strategic 
development and strategic growth.  

CONCLUSIONS
Academic strategy touches many aspects of universities including (1) 

academic strength and weaknesses, (2) financial strength and weaknesses, (3) the 
competitive situation, (4) market preferences and several other (Keller, 1983). To 
elicit academic strategy we used strategy statements. Strategy statements are used 
as an important guiding tool for both companies and non-profit organizations. In 
this study, we analyzed 203 strategy statements from universities across the world. 
Our data included private and public, research-oriented and teaching-oriented, 
religiously-affiliated and non-religiously affiliated, small and large, highly ranked 



26 Journal of Business Strategies

and non-highly ranked universities. We employed mixed methods and applied 
content analysis to enhance the discussion on the importance of analyzing strategy 
statements and using mixed methods in today’s business research. 

Our findings indicate that strategy statements that talk more about “faculty” 
were associated with universities that were higher ranked by Forbes, while statements 
that talked more about “students” were associated with universities that had lower 
rankings. We also established that higher rankings of universities were associated 
with larger university endowments. This may indicate that universities seeking 
larger endowments need to emphasize the “faculty” dimension in their strategy 
statements. A possible explanation of the relationship can be that universities that 
emphasize “faculty” have more programs geared towards faculty development and 
attract higher quality faculty, which results in higher quality students attracted to the 
classroom, turning into more successful alumni and bringing a higher number of 
university endowment. 

 This paper provides evidence that there is a relationship between strategy 
statements and performance, as measured by university ranking or university 
endowment. For universities, performance is associated with ranking, and our 
analysis indicated that ranking was highly correlated with university endowment. 
Further analysis indicated that better ranked universities have longer strategy 
statements that concentrate more on faculty while lower ranked universities had 
shorter strategy statements that emphasized “students.” A number of other tests 
and correlations were performed, including universities’ age, location, religious 
affiliation, number of enrolled students and various rankings. 

In managerial terms, our study indicates that explicit strategy statements do 
matter, and managers and administrators of different ranks need to put time and 
effort to have well written strategy statements that all stakeholders of an organization 
can refer to. This paper is also written to start a discourse on the importance of 
strategy statements and on usage of different methods of analysis for evaluating the 
effectiveness of strategy statements, and needless to say that our paper is an attempt 
and more needs to be done in the area. 
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APPENDIX
Graph 1. Management in Higher Education

 

‘Academic Strategy: The Management Revolution in American Higher 
Education’ by George Keller, page 122-126. 

Graph 2. Forming an Academic Strategy

 

‘Academic Strategy: The Management Revolution in American Higher 
Education’ by George Keller, page 152.
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Appendix 3. Content Analysis. 
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