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Questions 

• Is it always a good thing when a university rises up the rankings and 
breaks into the top 100?  

• How much do we really know and understand about rankings and what 
they measure? 

• Do rankings raise standards by encouraging competition or do they 
undermine the broader mission to provide education?  

• Should rankings be used to help decide educational policy and the 
allocation of scare financial resources?  

• Should policy aim to develop world-class universities or to make the 
system world-class? 
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1. A BRIEF HISTORY OF RANKINGS  
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Why Rankings 

• Rankings consciousness rose sharply after 2003, and has reached fever-
pitch in the Global Financial Crisis era;  

• If higher education is the engine of the economy, then the productivity, 
quality and status of higher education and university-based research 
becomes a vital indicator: 

– Reflect the realization that in a global knowledge economy, national 
pre-eminence is no longer enough; 

– Appear to be a simple and easy way to measure and compare 
performance and productivity;  

• Today – no part of the world is immune;   
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History of Modern Rankings (1)  

• Phase 1 (1910-1950s): Early rankings measured “dimensions of quality” 
and focused on "distinguished persons." This approach excluded most 
public universities (Webster 1986: 14, 107-19).  

• Phase 2 (1960s-2000): Rankings relied increasingly on reputational 
indicators, and focused on graduate institutions until 1980s.  

– US News and World Report Best College Rankings in 1983 marked a defining 
moment. Its rise to popular prominence coincided with the massification of US 
higher education and the ideological and public “shift in the Zeitgeist towards 
the glorification of markets” (Karabel 2005: 514); 

– Today, there are a growing number of other national rankings of which the 
CHE-HochschulRanking, developed in 1998 by the German Centre for Higher 
Education Development, is one of the most influential.  
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History of Modern Rankings (2)  

• Phase 3 (2003-): Emergence of global rankings focuses primarily on 
research and reputation:  

– Academic Ranking of World Universities (Shanghai Jiao Tong U), 2003;  

– Webometrics (Spanish National Research Council), 2003; 

– World University Ranking (Times Higher Education/QS), 2004; 

– Performance Ranking of Scientific Papers for Research Universities (HEEACT), 
2007; 

– Leiden Ranking (Centre for Science & Technology Studies, U Leiden), 2008;  

– SCImago Institutional Rankings  (2009); 

– Top University Rankings (QS), 2010;  

– World University Ranking (Times Higher Education/Thomson Reuters), 2010 ;  

– U-Multirank (European Commission) 2011. 
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Who uses Rankings 

• Undergraduate, domestic students  

• Parents 

 

• Internationally mobile students and faculty 

• Postgraduate students 

• Academic partners and academic organisations 

• Government/Policymakers 

• Employers   

• Sponsors, philanthropists and private investors 

• Industrial partners  

• The public and public opinion 

• Ranking agencies/organisations 
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2. US AND EUROPEAN EXPERIENCE OF 
RANKINGS 
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Changes within HE 

• 2002 Association of Governing Boards study (Levin, 2002):  

– 51% university presidents had attempted to improve their rankings;  

– 50% used rankings as internal benchmarks;  

– 35% announced the results in press releases or on the web.  

– 4% established a task force or committee to address rankings,  

– 20% ignored them 

• 2006 International survey (Hazelkorn, 2011) 

– 63% HE leaders took strategic, organisational, managerial or academic action;  

– 50% use rankings for publicity press releases, official presentations, and on web; 

– 50% monitor performance of peer institutions worldwide;  

– 40% considered an HEI’s rank prior to entering into discussion with them;  

– 8% took no action.  
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How Universities are Responding 

• Emphasis on strategic positioning:  

– Strategic planning and Priority setting; 

– "Modernisation agenda"; 

– Institutional performance and benchmarking. 

• Professionalise university services:  

– Institutional research (IR); 

– Recruitment  strategies for students and faculty; 

– Marketing and branding; 

• Performance management: 

– Targets and resource allocation; 

– Academic contracts tied to outcomes. 
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Indicative Actions Taken by HEIs in Response to Rankings Weighting 

Research • Relatively develop/promote bio-sciences rather than arts, humanities & social sciences 
• Allocate additional faculty to internationally ranked departments 
• Reward publications in highly-cited journals 
• Publish in English-language journals 
• Set individual targets for faculty and departments  

ARWU = 100%; 
THE-QS = 20% 

HEEACT = 100% 
THE-TR = 65% 

QS = 20% 
SCImago = 100% 
USNWR = 20% 

Organisation 
 

• Merge with another institution, or bring together discipline-complementary departments   
• Incorporate autonomous institutes into host HEI   
• Establish Centres-of-Excellence & Graduate Schools  
• Develop/expand English-language facilities, international student facilities, laboratories  
•Embed indicators as a performance indicator or contract between presidency and departments. 
•Form task group to review and report on rankings. 

ARWU = 10%; 
Research related 

indicators as above 

Curriculum 
 

• Harmonise with EU/US models 
• Discontinue programmes/activities which negatively affect performance 
• Grow postgraduate activity in preference to undergraduate 
• Favour science disciplines 
• Positively affect student/staff ratio (SSR) 

ARWU = 10% 
THE-QS = 20% 
THE-TR = 15% 
USNWR = 20% 

Students  
 

• Target high-achieving students, esp. PhD 
• Offer attractive merit scholarships and other benefits 
• Increase selectivity index 

ARWU = 15% 
THE-TR = 9.5% 

QS = 5% 
USNWR = 15% 

Faculty  
 

• Head-hunt international high-achieving/HiCi scholars 
• Create new contract/tenure arrangements 
• Set market-based or performance/merit based salaries 
• Reward high-achievers and Identify weak performers 
• Enable best researchers to concentrate on research/relieve them of teaching 

ARWU = 40% 
THE-QS = 25% 
HEEACT = 30% 

THE-TR = 2.25% 
QS = 20% 

Academic 
Services 

 Professionalise Admissions, Marketing and Public Relations 
Ensure common brand used on all publications 
Advertisements in Nature and Science and other high focus journals 
Expand internationalisation alliances and membership of global networks 

ARWU = 40% 
THE-QS = 40% 

QS = 40% 
THE-TR = 34.5% 
USNWR = 40% 

Webometrics = 60% 
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Impact on Students  

Evidence is ambiguous, but clearer pattern for international postgraduates: 

• 40% US students use newsmagazine rankings, and 11% said rankings were 
important factor in choice (Mcdonagh et al 1997, 1998); 

• 61% UK students referred to rankings before making choice, and 70% 
considered they were important/very important (Roberts, 2007, 20) ; 

• 92% int’l students considered UK rankings important/very important to 
inform choice (Roberts, 2007, 5, 18-20); 

• 60% prospective German students "know rankings and use rankings as 
one source of information among others" (Federkeil, 2007); 

• 1/3 international students in Sweden used rankings as source of 
information.  
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Impact on Social Selectivity 

• Above-average students make choices based non-financial factors, e.g. 
reputation (Spies, 1973, 1978); 

• Full-pay students likely to attend higher ranked college (even by a few 
places) but grant-aided students less responsive. 

• US Universities increasing recruitment of high SAT scorers to influence 
student/selectivity metric; 

– Even in national admissions systems, HEIs "manipulate" supply and demand to 
affect selectivity index.  

• In binary systems, evidence suggests students migrating out of "lower 
status" institutions.  
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Impact on Employers 

• Employers have implicit rankings based on own experience which is self-
perpetuating 

– "Systematic" approach by large/int’l businesses rather than SME. 

• US accounts claim law firms regularly use USNWR rankings to "determine   
the threshold for interviews" (Espeland and Sauder, 2007, 19). 

•UK study shows employers favour graduates from more highly ranked HEIs 

– 25% of graduate recruiters interviewed "cited league tables as their 
main source of information about quality and standards" (University of 

Sussex, 2006, 87, 80, also 87-92). 

•Boeing to Rank Colleges by Measuring Graduates' Job Success 

– To show which colleges have produced workers it considers most 
valuable because it wants "more than just subjective information" and 
"facts and data" (Chronicle of HE, 19 September 2008). 
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Impact on Academic Partners 

• Academic Partnerships: 

– 40% respondents said rankings integral to decision-making about international 
collaboration, academic programmes, research or student exchanges 

– 57% thought rankings influencing willingness of other HEIs to partner with 
them.  

– 34% respondents said rankings influencing willingness of other HEIs to support 
their institution’s membership of academic or professional organisations.    
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3. POLICY CHOICES 
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Rankings Reflect Global Competition 

• Global rankings have drawn attention to the status and quality of higher 
education within the global "battle for world class excellence"; 

– The GFC has heightened the need to invest in "academic capital";  

• These developments have sparked a debate about university reform: 

– Rankings have focused attention on the characteristics and performance of 
the top 100 universities world-wide as the basic norm for excellence;  

– As funding for higher education comes under strain, many governments and 
institutions are questioning their commitment to mass higher education;  

– Some Governments are concerned their universities may not be elite or 
selective enough.  
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Indicator of Global Competitiveness?  

Top 100 THE-QS ARWU QS THE-TR 

2007 2008 2009 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2010 2011 2010 2011 

US 37 37 32 53 54 55 54 53 31 31 54 51 

Europe 35 36 38 34 34 32 33 33 42 40 28 31 

Australia/ 
New 

Zealand 

9 8 9 2 3 3 3 4 8 7 5 4 

Asia Pacific 
(incl. 

Israel) 

13 14 16 7 5 6 6 6 15 18 10 9 

Canada 6 5 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 3 5 

Latin 
America/ 

Africa 

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
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Indicative Government Actions 

• Re-structuring of HE system and prioritisation of some universities: France, 
Germany, Russia, Spain, China, Korea  etc have “excellence initiatives”; 

• National rankings used as QA & system restructuring tool: Serbia, Romania, 
Macedonia, Nigeria, Jordan, Czech Republic ; 

• Scholarships and national partnerships:  Mongolia, Qatar, Kazakhstan, Brazil, 
Chile, Saudi Arabia, Singapore, etc. restricted to highly ranked universities;   

• Dutch (2008) and Danish (2011) immigration laws target foreigners from top 
universities (150, and 20 respectively); 

– Macedonia Law on HE (2008) automatically recognises top 500 Times QS, ARWU 
or USN&WR; 

• US states benchmark salaries (Florida and Arizona) or "fold" rankings into 
performance measurement system (Minnesota, Indiana and Texas). 
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Two Main Policy Trends 

Concentrate excellence and resources in small number of elite universities 

– Create greater vertical or hierarchical (reputational) differentiation; 

– Greater differentiation between teaching and research universities; 

– Link resource allocation to institutional profiling or other classification tools 
informed by rankings.  

Balance excellence and equity via support for a "good quality" university 
system across country 

– Greater horizontal (mission or functional) differentiation;  

– Diverse set of high performing, globally-focused HEIs supporting  excellence 
where it occurs – field specialisation; 

– Emphasize close correlation between teaching and research functions; 

– Use institutional compacts or strategic dialogues to enforce mission 
specialisation/differentiation.  
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4. USE RANKINGS CAUTIOUSLY   
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Global Rankings Are Inevitable 

• Cross-national/jurisdictional comparisons are inevitable by-product of 
globalization and will intensify in the future; 

• Systems and HEIs must be accountable and responsible – whether 
dependent on public  or private funding: 

– Measuring student learning and learning outcomes, employability, faculty 
performance and productivity are unquestionably important; 

– Good quality, international comparative information is essential to underpin 
strategic leadership and decision-making at the national and institutional 
level; 

• Enable countries/universities to gain a greater understanding of their own 
situation by learning from/sharing experience and “good practice”. 
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Ranking Myths (1)  

1. Rankings provide useful comparative information about university 
performance, facilitating student choice & policymaking. 

It is difficult to compare whole institutions across different national contexts 
or measure quality through measurements of quantification. Most 
rankings focus narrowly on research – especially in the life-sciences. The 
absence of internationally comparable and meaningful consistent data 
undermines their  credibility.  

2. The indicators are a "plausible" and significant measure of research and 
knowledge creation. 

Rankings fail to recognise the breadth of knowledge’s contribution to society 
and the economy. They damage the RDI enterprise by failing to value 
what the EU calls the "knowledge triangle" of education, research and 
innovation.  
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Ranking Myths (2)  

3. Concentrating resources in a few elite institutions or scientific disciplines 
will "lift all boats".  

Estimates for a world-class university are approx. $1.5-2b annually. Few 
countries can afford this level of investment without sacrificing other 
policy objectives. It’s a zero-sum game. 

It is not obvious this kind of investment will create patentable knowledge that 
can be exploited, while concentration could reduce over-all national 
research capacity. 

4. High ranked HEIs are better than lower ranked institutions.  

No ranking is objective. Rankings have "fooled" people into believing what are 
the most important indicators of quality.  

According to the IAU, there are 16,000 HEIs worldwide. Rankings concentrate 
on only the top 100, less than 1%.    
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Alternative Approaches 

• Assessment of Learning Outcomes (AHELO): measure relevance and quality 
of teaching and learning to assess the value-added or learning gain; 

• Benchmarking: evaluate institutional performance in a strategic way to 
systematically compare practice/performance with peer institutions/countries; 

• Classification Systems: typology to “describe, characterize, and categorize 
colleges and universities” usually according to institutional mission;  

• Multi-dimensional Rankings: rank according to individual/group preferences;  

• Qualifications Framework: integrated approach to learning, forming a single 
hierarchy of different qualifications, from primary to doctoral level;  

• Ranking/Measuring the System: assess the contribution to national & 
societal goals and objectives, and quality of total student experience; 

• Ratings: sets common standards of quality to different levels of achievement. 
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Ranking Dos and Don'ts 

• Don’t 

– Seek to change your national objectives or university mission to conform to 
rankings; 

– Simply reward the achievements of elites and flagship universities. 

• Do:  

– Use rankings only as part of an overall QA and assessment system and not as a 
stand-alone evaluation tool;  

– Consider alternative methods to measure and compare HE performance; 

– Measure the capacity of the whole system – the total quality experience; 

– Engage in an information campaign to broaden public understanding of the 
limitations of rankings.  
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