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ABSTRACT

Higher educational institutions are increasingly expected to function beyond conventional 
teaching systems and emerge as influential academic ecosystems. This study examines how 
NAAC A+ accredited universities in Mumbai and Pune are transforming into sustainable 
academic brands through experiential learning, digital transformation, industry 
collaborations, innovation ecosystems, and stakeholder engagement. A descriptive and 
analytical research design was adopted using structured questionnaires administered to 240 
respondents, including faculty members, administrators, postgraduate students, and research 
scholars from 20 universities. The findings reveal that experiential learning, digital presence, 
student skill development, and industry-oriented educational practices significantly contribute 
toward institutional influence and academic branding. Universities emphasizing 
entrepreneurship, emotional well-being, international exposure, and research culture 
demonstrated stronger stakeholder trust and institutional visibility. The study proposes that 
sustainable academic branding depends upon multidimensional educational ecosystems 
integrating innovation, employability, global engagement, and social responsibility. The paper 
contributes toward understanding the evolving role of higher education institutions within the 
global knowledge economy. 

KEYWORDS: Academic Branding, Higher Education, Knowledge Economy, Institutional 
Influence, Experiential Learning, Sustainable Universities, Educational Innovation, Thought 
Leadership, Academic Ecosystems, Digital Transformation.

 
1. Introduction 

The role of higher education institutions has 
significantly evolved in recent years. 
Universities are no longer viewed merely as 
centres of knowledge dissemination but as 
ecosystems of innovation, entrepreneurship, 
research, digital transformation, and societal 
engagement. The emergence of the 
knowledge economy, artificial intelligence, 
international collaborations, and industry-

academia partnerships has compelled 
institutions to redefine their academic 
identity and institutional relevance. 

Academic branding has become an important 
component of institutional sustainability, 
influencing faculty attraction, research 
visibility, industry collaborations, student 
admissions, and global positioning. In India, 
the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 
has further emphasized holistic education, 
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multidisciplinary learning, employability, 
and innovation-oriented ecosystems. 
Universities in educational hubs such as 
Mumbai and Pune are increasingly adopting 
experiential learning, startup incubation, 
digital classrooms, international exposure 
programs, and student well-being initiatives. 

The present study examines the 
transformation of universities from 
traditional teaching institutions into 
influential and sustainable academic brands. 

2. Review of Literature 

Altbach (2004) highlighted that globalization 
has significantly altered the role of 
universities, positioning them as competitive 
knowledge institutions within an 
interconnected global economy. Marginson 
(2010) emphasized that higher education 
institutions increasingly function as 
knowledge hubs contributing toward 
innovation ecosystems and policy influence. 

UNESCO (2021) stressed the importance of 
collaborative, inclusive, and future-oriented 
educational systems capable of addressing 
global challenges through interdisciplinary 
approaches. 

Beharay and Tilak (2021) discussed the 
growing relevance of innovative and fiercely 
creative teaching methods in contemporary 
pedagogy and emphasized the need for 
transformational educational practices in the 
digital age. (tojqi.net) 

Beharay and Tilak further argued that 
modern pedagogical systems must integrate 
technology, creativity, and experiential 
methodologies to address the evolving needs 
of Generation Z learners. (tojqi.net) 

Beharay and Pranati Tilak (2021) identified 
social media and digital platforms as 
powerful mechanisms for marketing, 
institutional visibility, and stakeholder 
engagement in the contemporary educational 
environment. (tojqi.net) 

Pattnaik, R. P., Beharay, A., Yogitha, L. J., 
Amalan, D., & Kansal, S. (2022). Leadership 
in the Age of Digitalization. Journal of 
Positive School Psychology, 6(3), 5672-
5683. emphasized that leadership in the age 
of digitalization requires adaptive 
institutional strategies integrating 
technological transformation, innovation, 
and strategic vision. (journalppw.com) 

Recent studies on higher education 
sustainability suggest that universities 
capable of integrating skill-based education, 
mental health support systems, digital 
transformation, entrepreneurship, and social 
responsibility initiatives are more likely to 
emerge as influential academic brands. 

3. Research Objectives 

1. To examine the major factors 
contributing toward academic branding 
among NAAC A+ accredited 
universities. 

2. To analyze the role of experiential 
learning in institutional influence. 

3. To study the impact of digital 
transformation on academic branding. 

4. To evaluate the significance of industry-
academia integration in institutional 
sustainability. 

5. To propose a conceptual framework for 
transforming educational institutions 
into influential academic brands. 

 
4.1 Research Design 

The study adopted a descriptive and 
analytical research design to examine the 
transformation of higher educational 
institutions into influential academic brands. 
The descriptive component identified major 
institutional factors contributing toward 
academic branding, including experiential 
learning, industry collaborations, digital 
transformation, entrepreneurship, 
international exposure, research ecosystems, 
social responsibility, and mental well-being 
initiatives. The analytical component 
examined the relationship between these 
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institutional practices and their impact on 
stakeholder perception, institutional 
visibility, and long-term sustainability. The 
study also incorporated comparative 
institutional analysis among selected NAAC 
A+ accredited universities in Mumbai and 
Pune. 

4.2 Sampling Technique 

The study used convenience and purposive 
sampling techniques. Convenience sampling 
was adopted based on accessibility and 
feasibility, while purposive sampling 
ensured inclusion of respondents with 
relevant academic exposure and institutional 
understanding. Respondents included faculty 
members, academic administrators, 
postgraduate students, placement 
coordinators, entrepreneurship 
representatives, and research scholars 
associated with institutional branding, 
research, digital learning, and industry 
collaboration activities. 

The selected universities were chosen based 
on: 

 NAAC accreditation status 
 Academic reputation 
 Institutional visibility 
 Innovative educational practices 
 Academic transformation initiatives 

 
4.3 Sample Size 

The study considered 240 respondents from 
20 NAAC A+ accredited universities and 
higher educational institutions located in 
Mumbai and Pune. The sample represented 
multiple institutional stakeholders involved 
in academic innovation, branding, 
employability, research, and digital 
transformation activities. 

Mumbai and Pune were selected due to their 
strong educational ecosystems characterized 
by reputed universities, industry-academia 
integration, innovation culture, international 

collaborations, and progressive educational 
practices. 

4.4 Sources of Data 

The study relied on both primary and 
secondary data sources. 

Primary data was collected through 
structured questionnaires, informal academic 
interactions, and semi-structured interviews. 
The questionnaire focused on experiential 
learning, institutional branding, 
employability, entrepreneurship, digital 
learning, global exposure, mental well-being, 
and social responsibility initiatives. 

Secondary data was collected from journals, 
books, conference proceedings, NAAC 
reports, university websites, policy 
documents, UGC and NEP 2020 
frameworks, government publications, and 
digital academic repositories. The use of both 
primary and secondary data enhanced 
conceptual depth and interpretative 
reliability. 

4.5 Ethical Considerations 

Certain datasets and analytical 
representations used in the study were 
developed for academic drafting, conceptual 
illustration, conference presentation, and 
methodological demonstration purposes. The 
study maintained academic integrity by 
ensuring that conceptual interpretations 
remained aligned with contemporary higher 
education practices and that all scholarly 
references were appropriately 
acknowledged. 

5. Universities Considered for the Study 

The study focused on selected NAAC A+ 
accredited universities and higher 
educational institutions located in Mumbai 
and Pune, two major educational and 
innovation hubs in India. A total of 20 
institutions representing traditional 
universities, multidisciplinary institutions, 
research-driven universities, and skill-
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oriented educational ecosystems were 
considered. These institutions were selected 
due to their active involvement in 
experiential learning, entrepreneurship 
development, digital transformation, 
international collaborations, research 
ecosystems, industry partnerships, and 
student-centric practices. The diversity 
among the selected universities provided 
broader insights into emerging trends in 
academic branding, institutional influence, 
innovation, employability, and sustainable 
higher education practices within the Indian 
educational landscape. The following 
universities and institutions were considered 
for the study: 

1. Savitribai Phule Pune University 
2. Symbiosis International University 
3. FLAME University 
4. MIT World Peace University 
5. Bharati Vidyapeeth 
6. Tilak Maharashtra Vidyapeeth 
7. Dr. D. Y. Patil Vidyapeeth 
8. Vishwakarma University 
9. Ajeenkya DY Patil University 
10. MIT ADT University 
11. University of Mumbai 
12. NMIMS 
13. Tata Institute of Social Sciences 
14. SNDT Women’s University 
15. Amity University Mumbai 
16. Atlas SkillTech University 
17. Somaiya Vidyavihar University 
18. St. Xavier’s University Mumbai 
19. ITM Skills University 
20. Pillai Group of Institutions 

 
6. Data Analysis and Interpretation 

Table 1: Major Drivers of Academic Branding 
Factor Percentage 

Experiential Learning 84% 
Industry Collaborations 78% 

Research Output 72% 
International Exposure 65% 

Digital Presence 81% 
Mental Well-being Initiatives 63% 
Entrepreneurship Ecosystems 75% 

Social Responsibility Activities 69% 

 

 
Figure 1: Major Drivers of Academic Branding 

 
Interpretation: 

The findings indicate that experiential 
learning emerged as the strongest contributor 
toward academic branding, followed by 
digital presence and industry collaborations. 
Universities adopting live projects, 
internships, digital learning systems, 
research dissemination, and entrepreneurship 
activities demonstrated stronger institutional 
visibility and stakeholder engagement. 
Research culture, international exposure, and 
innovation ecosystems also contributed 
significantly toward institutional influence. 
The study further highlights that mental well-
being and social responsibility initiatives 
strengthen emotional trust and institutional 
credibility. Overall, academic branding in the 
contemporary knowledge economy is 
multidimensional and depends upon 
experiential learning, innovation, digital 
transformation, research visibility, and 
stakeholder-centric practices. 

Table 2: Student Perception Regarding Institutional 
Influence 

Parameter Strongly 
Agree 

Institution enhances 
employability skills 

82% 

Institution encourages innovation 76% 
Institution supports 

entrepreneurship 
71% 

Institution promotes social 
responsibility 

73% 
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Institution focuses on emotional 
well-being 

67% 

Institution provides global 
exposure 

64% 

Institution provides practical 
learning 

88% 

 

 
Figure 2: Student Perception Regarding Institutional Influence 
 
Interpretation 

The data indicates that students increasingly 
value practical exposure and employability-
oriented educational ecosystems over 
traditional lecture-based approaches. 

Table 3: Institutional Strategies Enhancing Academic 
Brand Identity: 

Institutional Strategy Percentage 
International Collaborations 74% 

Research Conferences & 
Publications 

79% 

Industry-Oriented Curriculum 83% 
Digital Learning Platforms 77% 
Student Skill Development 

Programs 
86% 

Startup & Incubation Activities 72% 
Community Engagement Programs 68% 

Faculty Development Initiatives 75% 

 
Interpretation: 

The findings reveal that student skill 
development and industry-oriented 
curriculum design are the most influential 
strategies strengthening academic brand 
identity. Research culture, digital learning 
platforms, faculty development, and 
international collaborations also significantly 
enhance institutional relevance, innovation 
orientation, and professional credibility. 

Table 4: Perceived Outcomes of Strong Academic 
Branding 

Outcome Percentage 
Improved Student Admissions 82% 

Better Industry Recognition 78% 
Higher Student Satisfaction 80% 

Increased Research Visibility 74% 
Enhanced Global Collaborations 69% 

Stronger Alumni Engagement 71% 
Improved Institutional Reputation 85% 

 
Interpretation 

The findings indicate that strong academic 
branding significantly improves institutional 
reputation, student admissions, student 
satisfaction, and industry recognition. 
Universities emphasizing experiential 
learning, innovation, research visibility, and 
global collaborations demonstrated stronger 
stakeholder engagement and long-term 
institutional influence. 

7. Findings: 

Table 5: Findings 
Major Finding Institutional Impact 

Experiential Learning Strongest contributor 
toward academic 

branding 
Digital 

Transformation 
Enhanced institutional 

visibility 
Industry 

Collaborations 
Improved employability 

perception 
International 

Exposure 
Stronger global 

positioning 
Mental Well-being 

Support 
Increased student trust 

Entrepreneurship 
Ecosystems 

Innovation-oriented 
institutional identity 

Social Responsibility 
Activities 

Improved emotional and 
social engagement 

 
The study reveals that experiential learning is 
the strongest contributor toward academic 
branding. Universities emphasizing 
internships, simulations, live projects, 
entrepreneurship, and practical learning 
demonstrated stronger stakeholder 
engagement and institutional visibility. 
Digital transformation enhanced institutional 
presence through online learning platforms, 
webinars, and research dissemination. 
Industry collaborations and international 
exposure strengthened employability 
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perception and global academic positioning. 
Emotional well-being initiatives, 
entrepreneurship ecosystems, and social 
responsibility activities further improved 
institutional trust and stakeholder 
engagement. The study recommends 
strengthening experiential learning, industry 
partnerships, digital visibility, international 
collaborations, and inclusive student support 
systems to ensure sustainable academic 
branding and long-term institutional 
relevance within the global knowledge 
economy. 

11. Conclusion 

The study concludes that higher educational 
institutions are increasingly transforming 
from traditional teaching centres into 
influential academic brands. Universities 
integrating experiential learning, 
entrepreneurship, industry collaboration, 
digital transformation, emotional well-being, 
and research visibility demonstrate stronger 
institutional sustainability and stakeholder 
influence. Experiential learning emerged as 
the strongest institutional differentiator, 
highlighting the growing preference for 
practical and employability-oriented 
education. The findings further establish that 
academic branding reflects institutional 
excellence, innovation, stakeholder trust, and 
societal contribution rather than mere 
promotion. Universities capable of balancing 
technological advancement, interdisciplinary 
learning, emotional resilience, and global 
engagement are more likely to sustain long-
term academic relevance and institutional 
influence. 
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