Abstract presentation by Prof. Alan Gilbert, University of Manchester, UK.

“University Rankings and Genuine International Competitiveness: Creative Dissonance or Unedifying Discord?”

As my title suggests, many of the criteria and weightings used to rank universities according to their international competitiveness resonate poorly with the assumptions about building international competitiveness that inform the strategic thinking and planning of many leading universities.  

Ranking methodologies are not, of course, uniformly problematic.  Some correlate much more closely than others with the strategic priorities and key performance measures that research-intensive universities use internally.  None, however, yet does so with a degree of alignment likely, even on a strictly objective basis, to promote overwhelming confidence in the resulting rankings. 

There might be several reasons for this, including the regrettable possibility that particular methodologies might have been contrived to favour institutions in particular jurisdictions and, ipso facto, to disadvantage institutions or whole higher education sectors in other jurisdictions.  Wittingly or unwittingly, some well-known ranking methodologies do certainly produce this outcome.

Another intriguing possibility is that the premeditated purpose of some ranking methodologies might be not merely to reflect reality but also to change it.  Thus, for example, a ranking methodology might, by ascribing a very high weighting to research postgraduate enrolments and/or completions, deliberately seek to rectify a perceived tendency for international research universities to over-emphasise research output per se at the expense of research education and training.  Equally, a weighting informed by a powerful emphasis on the virtuosity of a university’s undergraduate programmes might attribute all the kudos associated with Nobel Laureates entirely to the institution where the prize-winners received their undergraduate education, and none to the institution currently employing them.  The dissonance between the ranking methodologies and the way individual universities measured their own competitiveness would, in such circumstances, be creative, not accidental.  The aspiration would be to change the idea of a world competitive university, not merely to measure institutional success in expressing the idea.

The most likely explanation, however, is that ranking methodologies have been fashioned in haste and without sufficient expert advice and analysis, and that their evident short-comings reflect incomplete competence rather than ulterior motivation.

If the latter explanation is even partly valid, there are opportunities – which leading international universities may be unwise to ignore – to develop and promote new ranking systems able to command more or less universal confidence.  At the very least, I believe, such universities should seek constructive dialogue with the custodians of existing ranking systems in order to increase their credibility and usefulness.”

