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ABSTRACT

1. INTRODUCTION

For centuries, brands have served as effective conveyors of both
functional and symbolic information about goods, services, and
experiences, which enable customers to efficiently associate
personal meaning with a company’s products. Today, it is nearly
impossible to avoid exposure to brands, and this ubiquity
continually shapes people’s thoughts and behaviors, often without
their conscious awareness (Oh, et al., 2020). Contrary to its origins,
the discourse on branding has permeated various social domains,
including higher education. In the current landscape, universities
face the challenges of competing for students and support within an
increasingly complex marketplace influenced bymultiple factors.
Consequently, colleges and universities have recognized the need to
be more accountable to their stakeholders. They understand that,
similar to for-profit entities in the corporate realm, they must
develop sustainability strategies.
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As a result, many institutions have turned to branding as a potential
solution (Whisman, 2009). Most studies in the field of university and
higher education branding have primarily concentrated on
examining the effects of university brand elements, selection
criteria, and establishing patterns and paradigms of university
branding. However, the literature review of these studies offers only
limited references to the obstacles and challenges associated with
branding activities within academic environments. Given the lack of
comprehensive research on the challenges of branding in
universities and its applicability in the lranian higher education
system, this study aims to investigate the detrimental factors related
to branding in Iran’s higher education system. Furthermore, it seeks
to explore the challenges that universities and educational
institutions face in building strong brands. In Iran, the study of
branding pathology has been restricted to two sectors: tourism
(Zzargham Boroujeni and Barezani, 2013) and the pharmaceutical
industry (Mohammadian et al., 2018). Branding pathology, in this
context, aims to identify the underlying causes of stagnation or crisis
within the natural progression of phenomena and activities. It also
aids management in devising strategies to tackle these challenges
(Shams Mourkani et al., 2016).

2. MATERIALS AND METHODS

In this research, the six-step thematic analysis method of Braun and
Clarke (2006) was applied. The target population consisted of
universities and educational institutions within Iran’s higher
education system. Utilizing in-depth and semi-structured interviews,
12 professors, scientific experts, and university professionals were
selected through judgmental non-probability sampling and chain
referral methods. A review method with the participants was
employed to validate the tool and confirm the results. The
research’s reliability was verified by recording and calculating the
percentage of inter-rater concordance. Thematic analysis of the
interview transcripts led to the identification of 106 codes and 23
sub-themes, which were subsequently categorized into seven main
themes.



3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The research findings reveal seven detrimental themes in the
branding of universities and higher education institutions, as shown
in figure (1), including: deficient brand-oriented strategic thinking,
excessive bureaucracy, inadequate stakeholder engagement,
overemphasis on quantification, limited international recognition,
rigid adherence to formalism, and ritualistic interpretation of
branding concepts.



4. CONCLUSION
A successful brand is built through the investment of time and
resources. Failure to create and strengthen the university brand may
stem from neglecting strategic frameworks. Without effective
branding, the university cannot promote itself as desired, which
leads to misconceptions and fragmented ideas among potential
stakeholders.

Research indicates that the absence of a university brand or

disruptions in its optimal functioning can be attributed to the

following factors:

o Lack of brand-focused strategic thinking and insufficient
investment in the development and enhancement of
infrastructure, facilities, and essential services.

o Inadequate understanding of branding functions and a
deficiency in experience, expertise, and marketing knowledge
among senior managers.

o The dominance of political thinking, a centralized decision-
making system, lack of autonomy, and insufficient authority in
branding efforts.

Inadequate communication with key stakeholders.
Emphasis on quality over quantity and a lack of quality-focused
discourse in university operations and structures.

o Educational, cultural, social, economic, political, and
administrative barriers to attracting and retaining international
students.

o Promotion of credentialism at the expense of genuine
knowledge.

o Inadequate modeling and weaknesses in formulating and
executing branding operational plans.

These findings provide valuable insights for policymakers and
administrators in developing, strengthening, and advancing
university brands. Although the study was conducted in Iranian
universities, the presence of similar challenges in many other
countries renders the results internationally relevant.

Keywords: Pathology, Branding, Higher Education System,
University Branding.
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