JOURNAL OF NEW APPROACHES IN EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH

2020, VOL. 9, NO. 2, 181-193, e-ISSN: 2254-7339
https://doi.org/10.7821/naer.2020.7.475

ORIGINAL

Universities Under Pressure: the Impact of
International University Rankings

Javier Vidal

and Camino Ferreira

Department of Psychology, Sociology and Philosophy, University of Leon, Spain

l.)

Check for
updates

Received 2019-09-02
Revised 2019-09-06
Accepted 2020-02-04
Published 2020-07-15

Corresponding Author
Camino Ferreira,
camino.ferreira@unileon.es

Department of Psychology,
Sociology and Philosophy,
Faculty of Education, University
of Leon. Campus Vegazana,
SIN, 24071 Leon, Spain

DOI https://doi.org/10.7821/
naer.2020.7.475
Pages: 181-193

Distributed under
Creative Commons CC BY 4.0

Copyright: © The Author(s)

OPEN ACCESS

ABSTRACT

This paper synthesizes the characteristics of university rankings that cause pressure
or ‘harassment’ on universities and analyses possible strategies for action that can be
carried out in the real context of the three main university rankings (QS, THE,
ARWU), suggesting the consequences for the so-called world-class universities and
others (which represent 95% of the total). Although there is controversy over the
criteria of the university ranking systems, many universities are establishing
strategies aimed at adapting to these criteria and indicators and improving their
positions. This study concludes that international university rankings should not be
a relevant source of information to consider the quality of universities because this
can have a negative impact on the development of medium- and long-term policies
in higher education and the universities themselves. Universities should concentrate
on their mission and must provide valid and reliable information to all stakeholders
about the level of achievement of their goals.

Keywords EVALUATION, HIGHER EDUCATION, RANKINGS, UNIVERSITY
MISSION, WORLD-CLASS UNIVERSITIES

1 INTRODUCTION

The impact of university ranking has begun to be considered since the appearance of inter-
national rankings in 2003/2004 (league tables in the United Kingdom). From then on, sev-
eral rankings have been published frequently and also discussed in the media to inform
and influence public opinion, student decisions, university strategies and government poli-
cies. This combination of results, media information and public debate produces effects that
deserve to be considered.

Informative and academic interest in university rankings at the international level has
increased significantly. For example, a search of the term ‘university ranking/s’ in the Web
of Science database (WOS), reveals that almost 2500 academic articles have been published
in English since 2000. Considering the year of creation of the main international rank-
ings (2003/2004), the number of relevant scientific articles has increased twelvefold in ten
years: from 30 articles in 2004 to 299 in 2018. This growing presence of rankings in the
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main databases of the international scientific literature reveals that the publication of uni-
versity rankings is of undoubted interest to the university community, as well as to society
in general. This popularity of the rankings is fuelled by university managers and policy
makers, as well as their recipients (Fowles, Frederickson, & Koppell, 2016a; Millot, 2015;
O’Connell, 2015). However, these articles contain criticisms by scientists and experts, espe-
cially regarding methodological matters. This attention increases their visibility in political
decision-making, and attracts even more attention in the media (Daraio, Bonaccorsi, &
Simar, 2015). In the same way, higher-status universities’ rankings contribute to dissem-
inating this information and to establishing mechanisms and structures of corporate gov-
ernance between them, creating clusters of well-placed universities, as part of a marketing
strategy. Summing up, the more visible these rankings are (even when regarded negatively),
the more they are used. And they are increasingly visible.

This ranking information is used by universities for different objectives: increasing com-
petitiveness, making comparisons or planning strategic education policy decisions at vari-
ous levels: global, institutional and national (Hazelkorn, Loukkola, & Zhang, 2013; Kehm,
2014; Vladimirovich & Nikolayevna, 2013). It has been seen that one of the requirements
to be taken into account in the development of some university procedures and decision-
making is for the university to attain the highest possible position in the rankings. This
has approach has even been backed by national policies. For instance, ranking has been
observed to be a factor in the recognition of university degrees or in the eligibility of institu-
tions for the establishment of bilateral agreements (European University Association, 2013).
Specifically, rankings have been used in fellowship allocation policies for students in con-
texts of high social inequality and stratified educational systems, increasing the differences
between students who are in a privileged situation compared to those who have fewer edu-
cational opportunities (Perez Mejias, Chiappa, & Guzman-Valenzuela, 2018).

Rankings also play a decisive role in economic issues, such as the price of tuition
fees (Tofallis, 2012). There is evidence that university rankings are used as an indicator for
policy-making, not only as a measurement, but also merely as a goal in itself. For instance,
the goal is to have a percentage of the national universities within the top 100 in one specific
ranking. However, if the ranking is the goal in itself, what are the objectives of the rankings?
We can define the publication of a list of the best universities, establishing comparisons
between them and showing the best options for students” studies, as the main objective of
university rankings. In this sense, the results published in these lists affect both students and
managers, modifying their behaviour patterns, especially in selecting the best university to
study at and in improving or maintaining the position within these lists.

Taking into account the impact of the publications of the rankings in the media, some
of the ways in which universities can develop specific strategies for reaching a higher posi-
tion in the rankings are, for example, promoting student mobility, adjusting the numbers of
teachers/students and attracting prestigious visiting professors from international univer-
sities. The management of universities is also affected by these rankings, especially in terms
of the need for possible resources to reach top positions on the lists and the remuneration
of high-ranking university officials (European University Association, 2013).
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Clearly, the rankings are affecting the decisions made by universities, administrations
and even students. These decisions reinforce the dominance of universities that appear in
the highest positions, setting them up as models for the others to follow, whereas the other
universities (the majority) receive constant annual criticism instead of help to improve.
Based on this, what then are these rankings that provoke this pressure on or ‘harassment’
of most universities?

Taking into account the existence and impact on the media of these rankings, the pur-
pose of this article is to delve deeper into their negative impact, the options available to a
university and the strategies that a university can adopt, whether it is considered world-class
or not. In this paper we will focus our analysis on these two research questions:

1. Firstly, due to the ranking system’s weaknesses and threats, it does not seem to be a
useful scenario for universities overall, but what strengths and opportunities exist?

2. Secondly, what are the consequences of this differentiation of universities and what
are the universities’

Therefore, the objectives of this paper are (1) synthesize the characteristics of the rankings
that cause pressure on universities and (2) analyse and define possible strategies for action
that can be carried out in the real context of the strategic policy of universities.

The thesis of this study is that the rankings establish inadequate objectives for most uni-
versities. Therefore, this study presents a complete synthesis of the arguments against the
use of the rankings as an accountability tool and provides arguments for managers to defend
themselves against criticism of the poor performance of their institutions resulting from the
publication of these rankings.

2 METHOD

This research is based on a theoretical-methodological approach through an inductive con-
tent analysis of previous research studies on international rankings in the university field.
In this study, a narrative literature review has been carried out of scientific articles pub-
lished in English between 2012 and 2019 from the main databases: Web of Science, Scopus
and ERIC, with these keywords in their titles: international ranking* AND universit*. Also,
recent reports from the European University Association have been analysed. This bottom-
up approach develops constructs and theories aligned with the literature (Gupta, Shaheen,
& Reddy, 2018) and is aimed at identifying, analysing, evaluating and interpreting the body
of knowledge on a specific topic; in this case, international university rankings.

The rankings can be classified as national and international rankings depending on their
scope of action. Firstly, national rankings are more coherent, considering that the charac-
teristics of universities within the same country are more similar, such as type of students,
national politics, etc., and are based on a wide range of comparative indicators (retention
rates, graduates’ salaries, etc.). Nevertheless, they have limited media impact. Secondly,
international rankings, which are based on a few available indicators and expert opinions,
have the greatest media impact on society and on public policies, especially at the national
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level, particularly in those countries where national rankings are not a tradition. Although
national rankings are more accurate given the diversity of institutions, policy design and
global debates are based mainly on the international ones. This paper is focused on the
three main international rankings, since these have greater visibility and weight in debates
and public policies (Vladimirovich & Nikolayevna, 2013):

+ QS - World University Ranking.
o THE - Times Higher Education World University Ranking.
o ARWU - Academic Ranking of World Universities, also known as Shanghai Ranking.

These three ranking are the most used for representing the concept of international univer-
sity rankings. This study indicates the common aspects of these three international rank-
ings, emphasizing and highlighting the specifications of each of them as, although they have
a common weight and sum methodology, it should be taken into account that they use dif-
ferent weights and indicators.

The coding process of the summative content analysis is based on the main categories of a
SWOT analysis: strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats, identifying and describ-
ing the differences and similarities of these three rankings, as a critical discourse analysis
and a classical strategic planning procedure, in order to provide universities with arguments
for discussion. This content analysis has been used to identify common features of and dif-
ferences between the three rankings, avoiding any generalisation. This coding facilitates
analysis of complex situations and environments such as the university ranking system,
identifying their internal and external key factors in order to adopt effective strategies and
decision-making, as is pointed out in the conclusions of this paper.

Finally, based on this analysis, the main implications of the university rankings for insti-
tutional strategies are described, focusing on (1) the stratified system of institutions (the
world-class universities) and (2) on the institutional mission as a higher education institu-
tion.

3 RESULTS

3.1 SWOT framework for international rankings
3.1.1 Strengths

The information provided by rankings is useful for some recipients (European University
Association, 2013; Goglio, 2016). Firstly, for potential students and their families, since the
rankings help them to choose an appropriate university based on their needs and interests,
whether within their country or abroad. Secondly, for governments, because the informa-
tion allows them to make decisions about possible political changes and justify to the general
public the need for possible reforms in universities (Erkkild, 2014). Thirdly, for society, as
being more informed about decisions taken at the political level and having more reliable
data on higher education promotes institutional transparency (Bengoetxea & Buela-Casal,
2013; Millot, 2015). Lastly, for the universities themselves. The results of the rankings allow
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these institutions to carry out internal analyses, to reflect on how to measure international
success, improve institutional practices and make comparisons between universities.

3.1.2 Opportunities

Rankings contribute to the rapid globalisation and internalisation of higher education, the
increase in the number of university students and their mobility, the involvement and par-
ticipation of the institutions in national and international debates, and the increase in
collaboration between universities and the community (Pavel, 2015). These aspects are
reflected in some indicators under international outlook and industry income criteria such
as ‘international faculty and student ratios’ or ‘knowledge-transfer activities.

The publication of rankings also forces universities to change their organisation and
behaviour (Goglio, 2016). Furthermore, in some cases, they could provide a useful com-
parison of universities that are similar in size, age or field of specialisation (Olcay & Bulu,
2017), avoiding subjectivity regarding the attributes of the universities (Bougnol & Dula,
2015). Finally, as regards students, rankings providing information separately on all quality
dimensions, rather than publishing international classifications as a whole, could be useful
to support a well-informed university choice and, as a consequence, lead to a reduction in
dropout rates, an increase in human capital production and even an improvement in general
welfare (Horstschrier, 2012).

3.1.3 Weaknesses

Most of the weaknesses are related to serious methodological aspects. However, the differ-
ent actors involved in university classifications may not be fully aware of these difficulties, or
the complexity of the existing processes and criteria for the development of rankings, even
though they show great interest in knowing what position a university is in (Al-Juboori, Su,
& Ko, 2012). Each ranking system uses different sources of information, some of which
are of questionable transparency (Anowar et al., 2015), and evaluates universities according
to its own criteria using indicators that do not cover all the activities that a university can
develop, strongly focusing on the institutions” investigations (Ganga-Contreras, Martin, &
Viancos, 2019). For example, most ranking systems are based essentially on research activ-
ities (Margison, 2014), including indicators such as research productivity, research income
or papers published in Nature and Science; leaving aside the other functions of the univer-
sities (Figure 1). This is especially notable in the case of the ARWU, where all its indicators
refer to the quality of research activity. The indicators related to research activity may also
be focused on certain elements to the exclusion of others, such as the merits obtained in
domains of knowledge such as arts, humanities and even social sciences, or those publica-
tions of great impact that are not articles in scientific journals.

In addition to the research indicators, the evaluation of the quality of university activities
is based on reputation surveys with a large weight in the overall score in two systems (70 per
cent in the QS and 63 per cent in the THE). In these surveys, academics are asked to iden-
tify the institutions in which they believe that their own field of specialisation is being best
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Indicators

~ Reputation

— Teaching - Staff-to-student ratio

- Employability — Reputation

Feputation
Incomes

Nobel Prizes & Fields Medals

Citations
Research
Publications Productivity Papers published/indesed Per capita performance
International collaboration
Doctorate-to-bachelor’s ratio
Doctorate
Doctorate awarded-to-academic staff ratio
—— Knowledge Transfer .~ Research income an institution eans from industry I 1ons, 1 1ons and c Itancy
o Insitutional income General status, infrastructure and facilities
Institutional
Internationalisation Attract students and academic form other nations

Figure 1 Classification by area of the indicators used in the QS, THE and ARWU rankings

developed. But, how do they retrieve this information about prestige of universities? For
example, the THE survey in 2017 asked for the academics ‘views on (1) The best research
universities in the world, (2) the best teaching universities in the world, (3) additional best
research universities within your country, (4) additional best teaching universities within
your country. The type of question for these reputation indicators is ‘choose up to 15 insti-
tutions in the world (in any order) that you regard as producing the best teaching within
your subject area’. For the purposes of this paper only three ideas need to be emphasized.
Firstly, the question is too open in that, whatever the answer is, the most well-known uni-
versities will be mentioned by most of the respondents. Secondly, the lack of sampling pro-
cedure description used for the survey implies a high risk of bias. Finally, there are serious
doubts about the expertise of the ‘rankers’ (Lim, 2017).

Therefore, the description of universities on the basis of their research activity does not
seem to be entirely adequate, but comparisons based on reputation and not on the merits
of the action only benefit the institutions that are already leaders in the rankings and fail
to promote the improvement of the rest (Margison, 2014). The use of soft data (that is,
qualitative data based on opinions, ideas, knowledge, experience) and the weighting systems
used can favour some well-known universities in developed countries (Anowar et al., 2015;
Olcay & Bulu, 2017).

There is evidence that all of the rankings have weaknesses and none of the existing rank-
ings is perfect. This fact is not to suggest rejecting all comparison and public informa-
tion about them. It is a matter of paying attention to criticism and periodically revising
the classifications in order to adapt them to the reality of universities (Kaycheng, 2015).
Anther option is to elaborate more useful classifications adapted to the reality of universi-

ties and their missions, using concrete measures and reliable data from universities that are
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not based on opinion surveys (Margison, 2014).

Despite all of these weaknesses, the results are considered solid information to the point
of being considered an unavoidable indicator for national and institutional higher education
policies.

3.1.4 Threats

The first threat is the confirmation that many important aspects related to the quality of
university education (Hazelkorn, 2008) are not measured in relation to other essential values
in higher education (Blanco-Ramirez & Berger, 2014) and society, such as human capital
formation (Vladimirovich & Nikolayevna, 2013). This implies a risk of loss of interest in
those dimensions that are not measured.

The second threat is doubt about what is really being measured: the reputation or the
performance of universities. While the first one is a social construct based on perceptions,
the second one, that is real university activity, is measured through peer review in which
there is knowledge of who is the best. This performance review of the universities and the
resulting classifications are carried out by academics and refers to specific fields of research,
but not to the institution as a whole (Kehm, 2014).

The last threat is the periodical publication of the rankings, which provokes concern in
many universities about the systematic collection of data that allows universities to rise in
the rankings year by year, converting the means (measurement) into the goal (to be mea-
sured). However, after many years of reports, we already know that results are very stable:
the correlation (r Pearson) of results from one year to the next is up to 0,96 (Fowles, Fred-
erickson, & Koppell, 2016b). Thus, what we have has been a persistent system of exalting
the top universities and of disparaging the rest. As a consequence, many university leaders
spend their time restoring internal morale and public confidence (Hazelkorn, 2008) and
many ministers use the results as an issue of national pride and an attractive selling point to
encourage inward investment (Hazelkorn, 2008, p. 21). Both activities seem to be a waste
of time and, in many cases, money.

In short, the weaknesses and threats of the rankings cast a significant shadow over their
strengths and opportunities. Given that, then, what are their effects upon, and the options
available to a university? What strategies can a university adopt, whether it is world-class
or not? A few (world-class) universities emphasise their good results, and many others not
appearing in the top groups are pressured every year to answer for their poor classification.

3.2 Implications of international rankings
3.2.1 For world-class universities

One of the consequences of the impact of the rankings is the establishment of a stratified
system of universities that causes their commercialisation (Erkkild, 2014), especially in the
case of the so-called world-class universities. The main advantages for these universities are
that it is relatively easy for them to recruit partners and funders into their collaborative activ-
ities (including economic support from government and business) and to attract more and
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better students (Horstschrier, 2012) and professors, especially those from other countries
since, in some cases, this is one of the indicators included in the rankings (Vladimirovich &
Nikolayevna, 2013), such as with ‘international to domestic student/staft ratios and inter-
national collaboration’

This effect makes the recognition and publication of ranking information a powerful
marketing tool for universities, especially for world-class universities (Locke, 2014), as well
as providing a way to attract more resources: students, financing, projects, etc (De Filippo,
Casani, Garcia-Zorita, Efrain-Garcia, & Sanz-Casado, 2012). However, there are other fac-
tors that also promote the presence of certain universities in the top positions, such as being
in rich and more democratic countries but, above all, being transparent. This aspect should
be considered in decision-making by governments since, if they increase transparency, they
increase the likelihood that their universities will be considered as world-class (Jabnoun,
2015). Governments are increasingly adopting strategies for providing access to university
information as a means to ensure academic quality due to the competitiveness that univer-
sity rankings generate. These classifications are justified as an efficient means for providing
information to potential clients (students) as well as to the institutions and decision makers
in areas requiring improvement (Dill & Soo, 2005).

For these world-class universities, the rankings represent an opportunity to stand out
from the rest, with consequences for their marketing strategies and alliances. This does
not seem to affect their ordinary activity, especially when they are strongly research-
oriented (Elken, Hovdhaugen, & Stensaker, 2016), but they take advantage of the image
that the rankings provide, such as the ‘quality’ label.

3.2.2 For other universities

The rest of the universities are, by definition, most universities. These are excluded not only
from the top positions, but also from the reputation race itself. Their mission is not (and is
never going to be) under the umbrella of the areas and indicators that are evaluated in the
main rankings. This is particularly true in the case of teaching-oriented universities, those
that concentrate university degrees on the arts or humanities or those concentrated on local
or national social needs. Rankings do not respond to all universities, since only a small per-
centage (about 3-5 per cent) belong to the group considered world-class universities (Pavel,
2015; Wilson, 2011). Neither do the rankings respond to the complexity of the entire higher
education system (Millot, 2015), nor can we stop using them or avoid their consequences.
As aresult, it is impossible for most universities (95%) to meet most of the requirements
and criteria of the international rankings. This is made more difficult when they do not
cover many areas that are within the mission of a university (Anowar et al., 2015; Pavel,
2015). If a university does not have the mission of being internationally excellent with a
high level of research, it cannot be well reflected in the current rankings, and must resign
itself to not belonging to the world’s top research universities. However, this should not
be frustrating, whereas not fulfilling its mission as a university should be. The accessibility
and simplicity of the data published in the rankings distracts attention from universities’
moral and political objectives, while its arbitrariness creates an impression that what is of
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merit can be hierarchically ordered and incontrovertibly judged (Lynch, 2015). This implies
a reactive measure in which the object of study can be modified due to the thing that one is
trying to measure (Espeland & Sauder, 2007).

Nevertheless, there are other legitimate higher education values to be exalted. For
instance, in a study carried out by (Pérez-Diaz & Rodriguez, 2014), students, professors
and administrative staff considered that the highest priority of universities should be to
train good professionals (78 per cent) and then carry out research tasks, knowledge devel-
opment and innovation (65 per cent). Mengual-Andrés (2013) focuses on the need of the
universities to take an active role in the formal accreditation and validation of informal
learning. In addition, within the so-called Third Mission (Mora, Ferreira, Vidal, & Vieira,
2015), universities must contribute to the economic and social development of the region
in which the university is located (45 per cent), train new citizens (35 per cent) and con-
tribute to the reduction of social inequalitiy (34 per cent). Going further, we could look at
the connection between the training given to students at universities and the achievement
of life goals by these students (Garcia-Aracil, Gabaldon, Mora, & Vila, 2007) as the main
quality indicator.

In short, there are two options. If universities agree with the methodology and the mis-
sion behind ranking indicators, they should only continue to strive for the best results in the
areas evaluated (Millot, 2015); if not, they must define and defend their own mission and
admit that the top rankings do not respond to all of the needs of the stakeholders and do
not consider methodologically either the variety of missions of each university or the diver-
sity of existing institutions (Bengoetxea & Buela-Casal, 2013). Therefore, universities may
decide to adopt the values that the rankings establish, or to focus on the mission defined
by the main stakeholders in each institution, giving up using the results of the rankings as
a key aspect in their decisions and policies (Dogan & Al, 2019). In this second option, it
is essential that all the mentioned stakeholders assume the consequences of it. This means
that these institutions should not need to spend time and money explaining the same neg-
ative results every year. Instead, they should be aware (and proud) that their institution has
a lot of goals to reach beyond the goals measured by the rankings and closer to the service
they can give to society. Universities should not worry unduly about the fact that rankings
are present and their ranking results, especially if institutions and staff have tried to do their
academic work in the best possible way (Aw & Sharif, 2011).

4 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

It seems that international rankings are here to stay and there is enough information on
how they are constructed and who is responsible for it. Besides the criticisms and negative
opinions they generate, these rankings have a significant international impact on universi-
ties in terms of organisation, practice and structure (Lauder, Sari, Suwartha, & Tjahjono,
2015). In this study, the characteristics of the rankings that cause universities to be under
pressure and the possible strategies for action that can be carried out in the real context were
analysed.
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International ranking is an issue for less than 5% of universities and, for them, it is mainly
an issue of marketing and business, connected with international prestige. Moreover, apart
from that, we know that 95% of universities spend resources every year answering questions
about their ‘bad results’ and their future strategies to improve in the rankings. After 10 years
of international rankings, neither have relevant changes been taking place nor will they take
place in the top 100 or 200 places, and, if there are changes in the rest of the list, those
changes neither have been nor will be relevant to the impact areas we have mentioned. New
editions do not provide any new relevant information.

Nevertheless, the competitiveness of these rankings can allow universities to attract stu-
dents, raise funds for their scientific activities and promote the awarding of prizes to teachers
and students as well as contributions to significant discoveries (Fernandez Tuesta, Garcia-
Zorita, Romera Ayllon, & Sanz-Casado, 2019), but the international rankings are harassing
or bullying 95% of universities with the same results year after year. These institutions can-
not spend time and money explaining the same results every year when some results are
obvious and some are nonsense. These rankings cannot make university academics, staft
and managers feel bad for what they are not, and what they are not commissioned to be.
Besides that, these rankings are used as a reference for crucial decision-making (Aissaoui
& Geringer, 2018), to the point that the university’s autonomy;, at the service of the needs of
society, would be weakened in favour of private agents not legitimised to establish the mis-
sion of higher education institutions. Aspects related to the values, purposes and policies
of higher education are being set aside in the designing of these rankings (Lynch, 2015).

In order to face this reality, universities must keep to their pathways despite media
pressures, consider whether they are close to their conception of university quality and
understand the limitations of these classifications. It may happen that these universities
are tempted to change their vision, with the consequent loss of their differential character,
if policymakers use the rankings to set priorities (Climent, Michavila, & Ripolles, 2013).

As we have shown, these classifications are used as a main reference even though there
is enough evidence to question their validity and reliability. A rational use of other sources
of information, such as assessment and management tools in education, can be truly useful
in analysing the weaknesses and strengths of the institution, as well as being part of the
discussion in strategic decision-making and academic quality (Bengoetxea & Buela-Casal,
2013).

It could be concluded that we must spend time and money creating better rankings
which overcome their well-known weaknesses, but there are not enough resources to find
a way to compare on international bases all the dimensions of these complex institutions.
Even so, there is no need for such a comparison. The problem is not the measurement
tool, but the interest in what is meant to be measured. As a consequence, universities must
consider whether they accept the rankings’ idea of university quality or keep to their differ-
ential character despite media pressures. We have tried to provide evidence that universities
should concentrate on their mission and must provide valid and reliable information to all
stakeholders about the level of achievement of their goals. Let us allow these universities
to follow their mission and explain their achievements instead of wasting time and money
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explaining their rank in every ranking published yearly.
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