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The rise of rankings



Government-run university excellence 
initiatives

 Taiwan “Development plan for world class universities and 
research centers of excellence”

 Russia “Academic Excellence Initiative” Project 5-100
 China “Double First Class Initiative” 42 world-class HEIs by 2050
 Japan “Top Global University Project”



Government sanctioned university mergers



Government decision-making





Investment in ranking improvement



Gaming…and cheating



Trickle-down effect

University 
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CoARA Agreement on Reforming 
Research Assessment



Systemic effects:

• Maintain the status 
quo

• Concentrating 
power & prestige

• Homogeneity
• Stifling innovation
• Competition over 

collaboration
• Deficit model
• Scarcity mindset



But shouldn’t universities be 
accountable?
Yes!
But accountable to whom?
Who appointed the rankings?
To whom are they accountable?
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ARE THEY TRUE?
Methodological issues 



The research question

Which is the best university in the 
world?

Best at what?
What are the characteristics of a top 

university 
…and in what proportion?



Indicator validity



Data quality
Ranking surveys 
are “unscientific 
straw polls”



Sensitivity

“Bielefeld’s 120-
place rise in the 
ranking was, our 
analysis showed, 
clearly caused by 
one scholar.”



Honest reporting:
CWTS Leiden Ranking stability intervals



Are they fair?
Embedding inequalities



Characteristics of a highly-ranked HEI

 Old
 Large
 Wealthy
 Research-intensive
 Science-focussed
 English-speaking
 ‘Global North’



Location of journals used in THE & QS Rankings
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Location of top 20 HEIs in THE World Ranking 2023



Location of top 20 HEIs in THE Impact Ranking 2023



https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/high-potential-individual-visa-global-
universities-list/high-potential-individual-visa-global-universities-list-2022
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Conflicts of interest

“Universities with frequent 
QS-related contracts had 
an increase of 0.75 
standard deviations (~140 
positions) in QS World 
University Rankings … over 
five years, regardless of 
changes in the institutional 
quality.”







What can institutions do?

 Accepting the rankings is an unacceptable 
position for any intellectually credible institution 
that claims to care about knowledge equity.

 Rejecting the rankings can amount to financial 
and reputational suicide



What can’t institutions do?

 Nothing
 If you’re not part of the solution, you’re part of 

the problem.
 A time is coming when university reputation will 

be assessed not only by how it’s judged by the 
rankings, but by how it engages with the 
rankings



Union of Students in Ireland call on 
universities to cut ties with rankings



Lots of advice! 



Use of the rankings

 Institutional decisions should not be driven 
by rankings
Universities should follow holistic 

institutional strategies, instead of investing 
considerable time and energy in 
improving rankings results.

Do not use rankings in evaluations, for 
budget allocation purposes and in other 
policy contexts.



Communication about the rankings

 Universities have a duty to educate:
 Educate external stakeholders in the uses and misuses of 

rankings 
 Encourage students to conduct their own research 

rather than just using rankings.
 An institution’s decision for or against participating in a 

ranking exercise should be clearly explained and 
communicated, as should the meaning of any given 
outcome or score.



Collaboration with the rankings

 Universities should consider the nature of their 
collaborations with the rankings:
 Not submitting data and information for commercial ranking 

purposes or
 …making the submitted data also publicly available on their 

websites.
 Not participating in reputation surveys distributed by rankers. 
 Not purchasing products and services from the commercial 

rankers.
 Not hosting or participating in events organised by the 

commercial rankers. 



Alternatives to the rankings

 Universities should support better ways of 
assessing university performance. 
 U-Multirank (quantitative)
 More Than Our Rank (qualitative)



https://inorms.net/more-than-our-rank/

Sign up to More Than Our Rank







Don’t tell me you care about 
knowledge equity and do nothing 
about the global university rankings.



Thanks for listening

 Dr Elizabeth Gadd 
 Chair INORMS Research Evaluation Group
 Vice-Chair Coalition on Advancing Research 

Assessment (CoARA)
 Email: E.a.gadd@lboro.ac.uk 
 Twitter: @INORMS_REWG @LizzieGadd 

@CoARAssessment 
 https://inorms.net/activities/research-evaluation-

group/

mailto:E.a.gadd@lboro.ac.uk
https://inorms.net/activities/research-evaluation-working-group/
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