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General introduction

1.1. INTRODUCTION

The ranking phenomenon has expanded in line with the supply of higher education.
Ranking is sometimes described as a way of simplifying and clarifying a complex scenario for
students and other interested parties. Even if the ranking concept may cover many aspects, most
rankings have a common factor in that they present indicators of quality explicit or implicit that
are weighted to produce an outcome, which, in its turn, is ranked in comparison with all other
such results. In other words, ranking is an attempt to measure the quality of higher education or
research, but it differs from many other forms of quality assessment because it is relative there
are no absolute criteria or norms for what may be regarded as minimum quality (Tomas Folch &
Castro, 2015). The role of rankings in this perspective is an offering consumer information to the
many buyers and sellers participating in the globalized game of higher education services. Global
rankings offer players of the game information, which claims to compare higher education
institutions across national borders. As such, rankings are part of the standardization of institutions

in society with potentially negative consequences for institutional diversity (Dill and Sue, 2005).

The starting point for the ranking of universities and higher education institutions is
normally regarded as the early 1980s, when the U.S. News and World Report magazine published
a ranking of American universities. The fact is, however, that the ranking of higher education
institutions may be observed much earlier than this. Such institutions were already being classified
in 1870 in the United States, and various rankings were subsequently performed sporadically
throughout the 20th century (Dill &Sue, 2005). The first media ranking of universities and higher
education institutions was published by the Chicago Tribune in 1957. However, the U.S. News and
World Report’s rankings in 1983 marked the start of considerably more extensive ranking activities
in the higher education sector. There has been a very substantial expansion of the ranking market
in recent decades, and not only in the university and higher education sector (Steinaker,2003).

However, only a very few rankings are international in the sense that they cover universities and

12



General introduction

higher education institutions in many parts of the world but, on the other hand, they are the most
well-known. The vast majority of rankings are national sometimes regional ranging from higher
education institutions in an entire country to the ranking of certain specific education programs
(Hazelkorn, 2011). The expansion of rankings in higher education has occurred in parallel with a
very considerable growth in the number of organizations in the higher education sector. The flow
of students in both the western world and elsewhere has also grown dramatically. As a result, it is
hardly surprising that rankings have become increasingly popular, since they represent a way of
organizing and simplifying a complex reality by classifying higher education institutions in terms of
one or more measurable criteria.

In its turn, this makes it considerably simpler to compare the various institutions with one
another, although the relevance of these comparisons obviously entirely depends on the
indicators on which the ranking is based. One consequence of the growth of this sector is that
competition on an increasingly global higher education market has become much keener. Higher
education and research institutions are competing at the international and national levels for the
“best students”, the “best researchers” and, in particular, for funding. Potential students, in their
turn, want to know where they should preferably invest their time and money to get the “best”
education. At the same time, the governments of many countries have increasingly emphasized
the importance of quality in higher education, and the links between research, innovation and
economic growth. This has often resulted in greater requirements for opportunities to make
demands on higher education and research institutions. There is also increased demand for
information about the quality offered by the various institutions concerned (Steinaker, 2003).

Accreditation of programs, periodic assessments, and evaluations carried out by external
experts, inspections, audits, performance-based contracts, benchmarking and the assessment and
evaluation of research are all different forms of such demands for responsibility. Some of these
measures are initiated by the organizations (higher education institutions) themselves, others are
carried out externally by those who provide funding, quality assurance authorities, government

bodies, vice chancellors’ councils and so on (Dill & Sue, 2005). A wider group of stakeholders for
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General introduction

example the general public (via the media), student bodies and employer organizations also
conducts various assessments of higher education and research, ranking is commonly said to be

an instrument for the latter group.

1.2. RESEARCH QUESTIONS

This study tries to answer the questions mentioned below which will be the most

concentration of this study:

1. How do these Catalan universities use their rankings positions in their marketing
strategies for better competing?
2. What are the outcomes for the four mentioned Catalan universities by highlighting

their rankings positions through their official website?

1.3. GENERAL OBJECTIVE

This investigation makes an analysis study through websites of the four Catalan
universities: UAB, UB, UPF and UPC, to analyze how their international rankings positions assist
their marketing strategies to compete stronger among the other Catalan universities and in the
other global universities. General objective of this study is to analyze, the role of rankings and to
describe how effectively the website indicators such as: technical, marketing and rankings have
been applied by those mentioned Catalan universities in their official website for burnishing their

images among others as the main instruments for competing in the global markets.
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1.4. SPECIFIC OBJECTIVES

This study analyses the role of rankings notifications in the marketing strategy of the
aforementioned four Catalan universities and try to recognize how effectively the web indicators
as: technical indicators, marketing indicators and rankings indicators were applied in their official
website in purpose of maintaining better marketing strategies among the other universities. This
study investigates how these four Catalan universities makes advantages of their rankings position
to add more credibility and validity among other competitors and to analyze their marketing
strategy of four Catalan universities. This study tries to verify the student’s perception regarding
the ranking position of a university in the time of selecting his/her future university to continue

their education
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2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Ranking of universities and other higher education institutions has become increasing
common in recent years. Purpose of rankings is frequently to make complex circumstances more
transparent, especially for students ranking phenomenon has expanded in line with the supply of
higher education. Rankings are sometimes described as a way of simplifying and clarifying a
complex scenario for students and other interested parties. Even if the ranking concept may cover
many aspects, most rankings have a common factor in that they present indicators of quality
explicit or implicit that are weighted to produce an outcome, which, in its turn is ranked in
comparison with all other such results. In other words, ranking is an attempt to measure the
quality of higher education or research, but it differs from many other forms of quality assessment
because it is relative, there are no absolute criteria or norms for what may be regarded as
minimum Quality and its partly, because, the ranking designers are often commercial entities
newspapers or magazines with no direct responsibilities for the higher education sector (King &
Locke, 2008). Higher education worldwide is in a period of transition, affected by globalization, the
advent of mass access, changing relationships between the university and the state, and the new

technologies, among others.

Global perspectives on higher education provides cogent analysis and comparative
perspectives on these and other central issues affecting postsecondary education worldwide. All
students and researchers in higher education worldwide have noticed the rather frequent way
universities nowadays are referred to in TV, newspapers or on the internet. The starting point for
the ranking of universities and higher education institutions is normally regarded as the early
1980s, when the U.S. News and World Report magazine published a ranking of American
universities. The fact is, however, that the ranking of higher education institutions may be
observed much earlier than this. Such institutions were already being classified in 1870 in the
United States, and various rankings were subsequently performed sporadically throughout the

20th century. The expansion of rankings in higher education has occurred in parallel with a very
18
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considerable growth in the number of organizations in the higher education sector. It is hardly
surprising that rankings have become increasingly popular, since they represent a way of
organizing and simplifying a complex reality by classifying higher education institutions in terms of
one or more measurable criteria (Olds, 20110). In its turn, this makes it considerably simpler to
compare the various institutions with one another, although the relevance of these comparisons
obviously entirely depends on the indicators on which the ranking is based (Brooks, 2005).
Through numerous rankings guides and reports, we are now learning which university is simply
the best; in teaching or research, in a particular country, or within a region. Those universities that
are not the best and they are many do not seem to be very pleased when journalists ask them why
they are not on the top. They reply that the published rankings are unfair, methodologically
unsound and measure only a small fraction of what universities do. Of course, if one of these
universities actually ends up in a comfortable position in one of the many rankings around, they
would perhaps also claim that this accomplishment is well deserved, and mirror the good work
that has been done over a number of years. Hence, to most of the public, and perhaps too many
academics working in universities, the emergent rankings are probably considered as nothing
more than an entertaining read (Kruzhalinin& Artjushina, 2008). Academics of universities express
that the results of the existing rankings should be considered as an important development and
much needed consumer information about which universities provide the best quality education
information and should be relevant for the choices students make about where to study,
information that should be the basis for decisions as to which university should receive public

money for future research, or which university provides most value for money (Marmolejo, (2010).

Rankings have become a significant part of the tertiary education landscape, both globally
and locally. In this landscape, rankings have risen in importance and proliferated in unimaginable
ways. It has become commercialized and has the sophistication of companies and organizations
that rank colleges and universities. (Clarke, 2005). Undoubtedly, rankings now play such a big role
in shaping the opinions of current and potential students, parents, employers, and government
about the quality of the education institutions (Dill & Soo, 2005). Regarding the global importance

of the ranking position for the universities in the current higher education system, and the
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procedure of evaluating and publishing the rankings list through the official website of the rankings
agency, the literature review of this research is based on four main related sections to the subject

of this research as:

1. Rankings: which this section discusses completely about the history and the
emergence of rankings through the past decades and how rankings became a
valuable measurement tools of measuring university education and teaching

quality.

2. Marketing aspects: this section is concerned about the marketing aspects linked
and applied to higher education, especially regarding the rankings positions and its

effect on marketing strategy of the university.

3. University website: this section discusses about the important role of university
official web page as a main media to manifest the rankings success and explains

how exactly university webpage works and being designed and constructed.

4. Higher education system of Catalonia: this section discuses about the higher
education system of Catalan universities and the role of ranking position on the
progress and development of the four aforementioned Catalan universities in

global higher education.

2.1. WHY RANKINGS?

The majority of the rankings and all the league tables attempt to reflect the quality of
institutions and/or study programs in an ascendancy of the types and domains for which the listing
is being done. Rankings is done for a variety of reasons, the most frequent being: to provide the
public with information whatever the specifics of the ranking format on the standing of higher
education institutions for individual or group decision-making potential students, parents,
politicians, foundations, funding agencies, research councils, employers, international
organizations; to foster healthy competition among higher education institutions; to provide
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additional evidence about performance of particular higher education institutions and study
programs; to stimulate the evolution of centers of excellence; and to provide additional rationale
for allocation of funds. It would be misleading to say that rankings provide an incontestable picture
of the quality and performance of higher education. It is equally incontestable that rankings do
have impact on institutions, policies and decision making at the individual, institutional and
governmental level. However, it is an exaggeration to say that there is a worldwide obsession with
league tables, despite the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) study
showing that higher education institutions worldwide were much more concerned about league
tables and ranking systems than expected. Rankings influence many areas crucial to the
performance of higher education. They can be of assistance in such areas as strategic positioning
and planning, staffing and organization, quality assurance, resource allocation, marketing and
fundraising, admissions and financial aid, student and academic mobility, etc. All these areas are
of great importance in the context of the new paradigm of higher education and the global
competition for talent, resource and prestige, nowadays associated with seeking the status of a
world-class university (Saldak & Liu, 2008). It is very true that the domains of activities performed
by higher education institutions that are then reflected in rankings are directly related to quality
and performance as well as excellence and reputation. They can be defined, understood and

interpreted differently by different stakeholders, thus representing a degree of fuzziness.

However, there is a simple evidence that these drawbacks do not totally prevent such
exercises from being undertaken, nor from being taken into consideration in case of individual as
well as group decisions. In the world of today, it is growing difficult for leaders of higher education
institutions to contest external assessment using a shield of exceptionality for each study program
or institution. Equally important, the higher education community and other stakeholders are
better informed about what rankings can and cannot present. There is a growing understanding
among leaders of higher education institutions that using a shield of exceptionality for each study
program or institution has its limits and that externally carried-out assessment is part of the quality
culture. Higher education (HE), and especially academic research, has become the focus of intense

policy and geopolitical interest around the world as its role as the engine of economic growth and
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innovation has soared. Successful economies are deemed to be those which can develop and
exploit new knowledge for competitive advantage and performance through investment in
knowledge based and intellectual assets research and development, software, design new process
innovation, and human and organizational capital (Brinkley,2008). Because higher education is
viewed as critical to international competitiveness and individual opportunity, its quality and
status have become vital indicators. Accordingly, interest in HE performance has rocketed since
the publication of the first global ranking, the Academic Ranking of World Universities, by the
Institute of Higher Education of the Shanghai Jiao Tong University (Florian, 2007). This Institute
ranks universities according to indicators of academic or research performance including alumni
and staff winning high-level awards such as Nobel Prizes, frequently cited researchers and articles
published in leading scientific journals. Criteria are: quality of education, quality of faculty,

research output, and size of institution.

Today, politicians across the political spectrum regularly refer to rankings as a measure of
economic strength and ambition, students use them to help inform their choice, and universities
use them to help set and define targets or brand and advertise themselves. Despite
methodological flaws, global rankings do more than benchmark performance. They have become
an exemplar of the marketization of higher education and the global battle for world-class
excellence. By ranking higher education, they provide a framework through which
national/supranational and institutional ambition and competitiveness can be measured as the
number of knowledge producing capacity and talent catching Higher Education Institutions in the

top 20, 50 or 100.

By privileging particular disciplines and fields of investigation, outputs and achievements,
rankings like similar research assessment exercises help to reaffirm a traditional understanding of
knowledge production and research, and its international division of labor. It is not easy to define
rankings in a clear-cut way (Usher, 2009). The simplest answer but perhaps not the most
exhaustive is that it is a collection of indicators. A fuller explanation is that: League tables, also

referred to as institutional rankings and report cards, and are constructed by using objective
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and/or subjective data obtained from institutions or from the public domain, resulting in a quality
measure assigned to the unit of comparison relative to its competitor (Salmi & Saroyan, 2007).
The above definition is still rather broad; however, rankings share a number of common
characteristics, but there is also a considerable range in the character of rankings systems.
Rankings involve a collection of indicators. Rankings are always based on one or more indicators,
but there is considerable variation in the indicators employed. Rankings often entails
quantification of resources (personnel, physical or economic resources), “input indicators”, or
results (of education programs or research) —i.e. “output indicators” —but there are also several
other types of indicators. It is assumed that the indicators measure some form of quality. The
priorities implied by a given ranking are not always explicitly stated, but the fact that the entity
ranked first is regarded as the best implies that the rankings designers consider that the indicators
represent something that is important or positive (Baty, 2009). Naturally, these important or
positive factors vary, depending on the indicators selected, and on the interpretation of the
ranking results. Ranking is closely linked with discussion of, and definitions of, the quality of higher
education, as clearly demonstrated subsequently in the section covering the public debate on

rankings.

Indicators are based on some source of information, but this may involve very different
types of data ranging from subjective experiences to official statistics. The data used in the various
rankings systems varies considerably. The use of several different types of sources for the various
indicators in one and the same rankings is common practice. The indicators describe a specific
unit, but the type of unit may vary ranging from entire higher education institutions to
departments, disciplines or education programs. Some of the rankings that are perhaps the most
familiar, cover entire higher education institutions in other words, the indicators measure all the
characteristics of an entire university or comparable institution. Several rankings divide higher
education institutions into various categories, however, and rank each category separately (Baty,
2009). There are also rankings that simply concentrate on certain types of institutions for example
business schools. In addition, there are also rankings describe and rank programs or academic

disciplines at higher education institutions. Indicators are sometimes but not always weighed up
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to provide a cohesive, aggregated result. In many rankings, the various indicators are weighed up
to achieve a cohesive, aggregated result. This may take more or less sophisticated forms, applying
more or less sophisticated statistical techniques. This often means that various indicators are given
different weightings, depending on which indicators are regarded as the most crucial. There are
also multidimensional rankings, however, in which the indicator results are reported separately,
with no attempt to weight them to produce an overall result. Finally, ranking involves a listing in
order of precedence of the units covered, involving comparison of the results achieved (Pratt,
2010). The ranking results resemble the results of a competition (league table) in which the various
units compete for the best rating, as opposed to measurement and evaluation of results in terms
of absolute criteria and quality standards. Defining quality by rankings that, the fact that ranking
systems list units from best to worst indicates that what is measured is something desirable. The
designers of ranking systems often state explicitly that they are measuring quality, although
sometimes this is not clearly indicated. In any event, the choice of indicators and the aims are to
be regarded as some sort of definition of quality. As regards external stakeholder users, the
ranking system more or less deliberately determines the limits for the definition of quality (Usher
& Savino, 2007). As a result, the indicators that are actually included in a ranking are a key issue in
an evaluation of the relevance of such a ranking for a specific user. There are, of course, an almost
infinite number of potential indicators for higher education or research characteristics, but only a

relatively limited number of them are employed in current ranking systems.

Distinctions are often made between different categories of higher education ranking
indicators and other quality assessment systems. The classifications may vary to some extent, but

for the most part the following categories are involved:
e Characteristics of new students

Characteristics describing students commencing higher education at a given unit institution,
subject, education program. This may range from background variables such as gender, family and

social or ethnic background to more intangible characteristics such as learning propensity, etc. In
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cases in which this type of indicator is applied, this normally takes the form of the qualifications of

new students in terms of grades or test results.
* Resources for education or research (inputs)

This involves the resources supplied by the institution or department. In broad terms, and may
involve personnel resources in terms of the number of teachers or, more specifically, the number
of teachers with PHD qualifications. Financial and physical resources are also taken into account,

for example as regards disbursement per student or access to computers and library facilities.
 Results of the education program or research (outputs)

Indicators of this nature indicate the direct outcome of higher education (or research), and may
encompass measures such as student through flow the number of degrees and student credits.
They may also cover factors that are less amenable to measurement, for example students’

analytical abilities.
¢ Final outcomes

Indicators describing the long-term benefits of higher education (or research). The most common
measures are student’s status in the labor market and future incomes, but it may also involve
more indirect outcomes such as job satisfaction, good citizenship, general education (Usher &

Savino, 2007).
¢ Academic reputation

Most ranking systems also include an indicator that consciously or unconsciously denotes the
reputation or prestige of the institution (or department) concerned. This often involves indicators
based on student questionnaires or, more commonly, surveys of persons in the academic world,
such as professors and vice-chancellors. Some rankings incorporate success in international
rankings or successful attraction of research grants as an indicator of academic reputation (Usher

& Savino, 2007).
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* Processes

It has been widely suggested that there are certain indicators that fail to cover the above rather
well-established categories. Some people consider that there is something that lies between
resources and results a process that describes the actual learning process, for example in the form
of the quality of teaching, educational methods, the interaction between teachers and students,

the actual content of the program and opportunities for training placements (Dill & S00,2005).
e Value-added

Indicators (or methods) that capture the added value of an education program are applied to a
limited extent, but are nonetheless frequently sought after. Instead of applying beginning
characteristics in their own right, these characteristics are used as a form of control variable in a
statistical model. If entrant characteristics are used as indicators of quality, they are interpreted
in terms of, the attractiveness of the institution (department or program) in other words the
competence of the students that the institution manages to recruit (Usher, 2012). However, from
a value-added perspective, it is more relevant to look at the outcome related to the students’
initial characteristics. In other words, an attempt is made to measure how the educational
program has benefited the students, and not what the students have managed to achieve
previously. Additional sophisticated measures in the same spirit are sometimes proposed, for
example, measurement of the outcome, taking into accounts both beginning characteristics and
resources. Hence, this involves a measure of efficiency: roughly speaking the degree of added

value achieved per currency unit invested (Dill & Soo, 2005)
e Student welfare factors

Factors that are not immediately related to the actual education program or institution are a
category that is applied less frequently. This may involve a broad range of student welfare aspects
such as access to accommodation, health care services, cultural, sports and leisure activities, or
the attractiveness of the location of the institution itself. This type of indicator should not

necessarily be regarded as a separate category. Student welfare resources may be included on the
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same lines as physical resources at the institution concerned (access to libraries, IT facilities, etc.)
are regarded as educational resources. On the other hand, many of these factors can only be
affected by a higher education institution to a limited extent and, furthermore, they involve
resources in the student’s overall situation during the education period rather than immediate
resources in the education process. This classification of indicators is not completely self-evident,
and this is partly because different indicators may be regarded from different angles, depending
on the potential target group and who has designed the ranking system. Sometimes, for example,
indicators covering research activities such as citation indexes or external research grants may be
regarded as a form of resources. Such resources may benefit students and doctoral students in
particular, but if the ranking is designed instead to measure the quality of research at the
institution concerned, such indicators should obviously be regarded as reflecting results (Usher,

2012).

The most common indicators applied in the various rankings are measures of resources, results
and reputation, but they are often supplemented by one or more indicators of entrant
characteristics and final outcomes. Measures reflecting the actual learning process are seldom
applied, and indicators of an added-value or student welfare nature are even more uncommon
(Dill & S00,2005). This heavy concentration on resource, result and reputation indicators may be
interpreted as suggesting that there is not much dispute about the definition of academic quality.
But if we examine exactly which indicators are applied in greater detail, and the way they are
measured, the interpretation must be the opposite that there are significant differences in
definitions of quality in the rankings. Seen in this light, the quality of higher education appears to
be a somewhat arbitrary concept. The differences in quality definitions may be explained to some
extent by the fact that different rankings give priority to different aspects, and that the target
groups envisaged also differ potential students and their parents, the general public, future

employers, university administrators.

Cultural and geographical differences probably also have an impact on rankings that is to

say what measures are considered to be important, but to a far from negligible extent, the
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differences in the various ranking lists reflect what indicators are available or can be readily
gathered without undue expenditure of resources, rather than the result of deliberate choices.
Ultimately, most ranking designers are commercial entities often media that are more interested
in selling their product often newspapers and periodicals than in becoming deeply involved in

definitions of quality in higher education (Pratt, 2010).

2.1.1. DIFFERENT RANKING SYSTEMS

Many ranking systems rate entire higher education institutions, although it is becoming
increasingly common for such listings to be supplemented by rankings for different disciplines and
subjects, departments or education programs. In some cases, (for example U.S. News & World
Report in the United States), different rankings of different types of higher education institutions
are carried out, based on their different functions, for example a ranking of traditional “full-
service” universities, and another ranking for specialist institutions. On the other hand, several
current ranking systems in particular British and international rankings apply the same technique
for all higher education institutions, often backed by the argument that they have similar
assignments and prerequisites. In other words, all institutions are evaluated on the same basis and
are compared with each other, irrespective of their mutual differences. There are similar
consequences for a policy of weighing up all indicators to produce a single aggregated result, as in
the case of ranking all higher education institutions in terms of a single measure. The weighted
result does not provide any indication of what the various indicators reveal for a specific institution
(Dill &S00, 2005). A satisfactory result (high ranking) may be achieved by being relatively good for
all the indicators covered, or by being unusually good in some respects, but considerably less
satisfactory in others. Some form of weighting and normalization in connection with the averaging
of indicators is often applied. Weighting occurs if it is considered that one or more of the Many
ranking systems rate entire higher education institutions, although it is becoming increasingly
common for such listings to be supplemented by rankings for different disciplines and subjects,
departments or education programs. In some cases, (for example U.S. News & World Report in

the United States), different rankings of different types of higher education institutions are carried
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out, based on their different functions, for example a ranking of traditional full-service universities,
and another ranking for specialist institutions. In other words, all institutions are evaluated on the
same basis and are compared with each other, irrespective of their mutual differences. There are
similar consequences for a policy of weighing up all indicators to produce a single aggregated
result, as in the case of ranking all higher education institutions in terms of a single measure.
Different ranking systems take their indicators from a number of different sources. These sources

are sometimes classified in terms of three different types (Dill & Soo, 2005).

Much of the information used in the various ranking systems is obtained directly from the
institutions concerned. To some extent, of course, this is the richest source of information, but it
is not subject to quality assessment in the same way as information supplied by third parties, and
it is not always easy to compare. This way of classifying different types of sources involves the data
collection methods employed by the designers of ranking systems. Other classification concepts
may be envisaged, of course for example objective and subjective sources, or quantitative and
qualitative information. But no classification system can be simultaneously comprehensive and, at
the same time, consist of mutually exclusive categories. Information about what sources have
been used in a ranking irrespective of how they are classified is crucial, however, in assessing the
reliability of the ranking concerned. Ranking compared with other forms of quality assessment,
normalization is another type of weighting employed by ranking designers. This involves taking
differences between higher education institutions into account, often in terms of their differences
in size so that certain indicators are weighted on the basis of the number of students at the
institution concerned. Sometimes an attempt is made to weight results in accordance with the
focus applied by the institution concerned, or on the basis of the various disciplinary areas
covered. The clearest example is to take into account the extent of an institution’s involvement in
various disciplines in terms of bibliometric indicators, since the humanities and social sciences are
inadequately reflected in international citation studies. Normalization is, of course, intended to
avoid some of the problems of the one-size fits all concept, but it is not easy to weight out all types
of differences between institutions or education programs. As a result, the overall weighted

rankings particularly for entire higher education institutions are relatively one dimensional in their
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approach to quality. There is an underlying assumption that, in principle, the same quality

definition fits all types of higher education institutions and programs.

If designers of ranking lists formulate a definition of quality via their choice of indicators
implicitly or explicitly and then try to measure and rank it, the question of what distinguishes
ranking from other types of quality assessment, such as accreditation of degree entitlements or
education evaluations, obviously comes to mind. Due to a rather vague terminology for ranking
phenomena, it is difficult to say with any degree of certainty whether there is any difference
between different types of quality assessment. Most of the factors that are measured and
compared may, of course, be described as ranking (Usher & Savino, 2007). But if we consider the
current ranking systems, most of them have a common denominator that distinguishes them from
many other kinds of quality assessment. Ranking is conducted in relation to the units covered, and
not in comparison with any absolute and clearly defined criterion for what is to be regarded as
good or bad quality. There are no clear-cut distinctions between the different approaches, but
they differ as regards the target group for the evaluation, what is to be evaluated, the method to
be employed and what are the predominant types of indicators (Salmi, 2007). Higher Education
quality evaluations may be said to belong to this category. This method provides a basis for
periodic evaluations of higher education, and it is almost universally conducted at the subject level,
not at the institution level. The minimum standards method is often applied by governments to
require accountability from higher education institutions. The popularity of this method is no
doubt because it is considered to be a legitimate central government function, in contrast with
ranking. (Lalancette, 2010). The minimum standards method usually implies a combination of self-
evaluation on the part of the institution concerned, followed by external assessment, often carried
out by university experts and one advantage commonly cited is that it encompasses key quality
aspects in higher education. As the name indicates, this method primarily involves checking that
the institution or discipline concerned has acceptable quality and, although the reports may
contain much useful information at the internal level they are not particularly transparent for

external stakeholders.
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2.1.2. THE RANKING AND KEY PERFORMANCE METHODS

The ranking method distinguishes between two types of approach under this heading. The
ranking method is described as the technique normally used by private sector entities, often
newspapers or periodicals that focuses on resource indicators. The key performance method has
been used, primarily in the United States and Canada, in the same way that the minimum
standards method is applied in other countries, and has been used to require accountability on
the part of higher education institutions, but normally with a focus on the entire institution, rather
than on particular disciplines or subject-oriented departments. The key performance method is
not synonymous with the ranking method, although they have much in common. Apart from the
fact that they focus on somewhat different types of indicators, the key performance method is
closer to the minimum standards method in that a key number often constitutes some sort of
norm or benchmark. Ranking and key performance methods are almost exclusively quantitative
(Marmolejo, 2010). Quality is measured in terms of statistical indicators of one kind or another
frequently resource indicators in the ranking approach, and result indicators in the key
performance method. The ranking and key performance methods are considerably more
transparent and easy to understand than the minimum standards method, but have met with
considerable criticism on the grounds that the indicators used are often meaningless and do not

really reflect quality.

2.1.3. THE LEARNING IMPACTS METHOD

As Marmolejo discussed on (2010), the learning impacts method is, in many ways, a
reaction to the ranking and key performance methods, especially as regards these methods focus
on the wrong indicators. Since higher education institutions particularly in the United States and
Canada considered that they were involved in teaching activities, they considered that it was unfair
to evaluate quality on the basis of indicators that were not clearly correlated with the learning
process. In view of this, several major questionnaire surveys targeted at students were developed,

in an attempt to ascertain their experiences and assessments of the learning environment at the
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higher education institutions concerned. These evaluations were primarily designed to assist the
internal quality process at these institutions. The techniques employed in the learning impacts
method are exclusively quantitative, but the indicators differ from those employed in the ranking
and key performance methods (Usher & Savino, 2007). Instead of focusing on measures of
resources and results, the learning impacts method tries to measure the actual learning process
and also the value-added aspects of education. This means that this method is widely appreciated,
since it tries to tackle factors in the actual education process which are difficult to measure. The
disadvantage is that direct measurement is not possible everything depends on student’s
subjective experiences, and in this respect the results are not particularly transparent or easy to

interpret.

The ranking, key performance and learning impact methods all emerged in North America
in the 1990s. In Europe, the improvement method was developed as an alternative system, due
to dissatisfaction with the minimum standards method, although this hardly represented a
paradigm shift, since the improvement method is largely a variation of the minimum standards
approach. The improvement method is used by both governments and higher education
institutions to require accountability for quality issues. This method is also normally based on self-
evaluation, combined with external assessment by experts (Marmolejo,2010). The main difference
is that quality is defined in terms of processes in which each organization is itself responsible for
goals, methods and the monitoring of quality development. In other words, this method evaluates
the quality process in higher education institutions, rather than quality delivered in accordance
with the minimum standards method. The assumption is that the improvement method provides
incentives for quality development within the institution concerned in a way that cannot be
achieved with the minimum standards method. However, in many ways both methods apply the
same qualitative methodology. The advantage in both cases is that they evaluate aspects that are
relevant at the internal level, and the disadvantage is that they are not sufficiently transparent at
the external level. Although key performance ranking is used for government control purposes,
this method is primarily confined to commercial entities, and this affects the type of quality

assessment carried out. Newspapers and magazines that normally design and publish rankings of
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universities and other higher education institutions have no official responsibility for the quality of
the education provided. As a result, the rankings do not apply any assumptions about causal
factors; why the results look the way they do or what might be improved for the benefit of the
quality of higher education. It is of course questionable whether the method employed in most of
the existing rankings would support conclusions of this nature. The main purpose of ranking is (or
perhaps should be) to promote transparency in higher education for external observers. From this
point of view, quality development in higher education is, at best, a side effect of ranking

(Federkeil, 2008).

2.2. THE EMERGENCE OF UNIVERSITIES RANKINGS

Global rankings are recent but they are also more influential; the SIT ARWU began in 2003,
followed by Webometrics and Times QS World University Ranking in 2004, the Taiwan
Performance Ranking of Scientific Papers for Research Universities in 2007, and US News & World
Report’s World’s Best Colleges and Universities in 2008 (Boulton,2010). The general disinterest in
university rankings began to change in 1983 with the publication of ‘America’s Best Colleges’ by
the US News and World Report. For the first-time information about undergraduate programs in
America’s higher education institutions was made widely and publicly available to the country’s
high school population and their parents via a widely read popular medium. A decade later, in
1993, the first “Times Good University Guide” was published in the United Kingdom, prompting as
had happened previously in the United States public debate as to which institutions fared better
or worse in the guide. The 1990s later witnessed diverse lists, league tables and rankings around
the world, numbering everything from specialist subject schools, to MBA programs and private
institutions, provoking as a result increasing wrangling and scrambling for positions on such lists,
as well as skepticism from those institutions that appeared or did not appear on them. One
generation ago, international relations in higher education, although often generative of new
developments, were largely marginal to the ongoing, day-to-day operations of higher education
institutions (HEIs) and systems, except in scientific research (Dill & Soo, 2005). With global

university rankings Shanghai Jiao Tong University Institute of Higher Education (SJTUIHE) and
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World University Rankings, especially the global ranking of research performance, higher
education itself has entered an era of open global competition between nations and between
individual HEIs as global actors in their own right. Increasingly, national higher education systems
and HEls are judged by where they stand in global terms (Florian, 2007). Across the world, national
policy makers and HEIs must take account of a global higher education environment in which
international comparisons are constantly made, resources and educational status are unequally
distributed, the English language and institutions from the Anglo-American nations (especially the
United States) are often dominant, and the process of Europeanization is opening up new
possibilities. The rise of global referencing does not signify that higher education has simply
become a single worldwide network of HEIs (Liu, 2009). In global markets, studies of international
student choice making indicate that, on the whole and with the partial exception of the small
group of HEls, the Harvard and Oxford that are household names all over the world, the national
identity of HEIs continues to be more important in the eyes of the world than the institutional
identity of the individual HEIs (Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, 2012).
Though the role of the private sector which is growing worldwide and in some nations, it
constitutes a majority of HEIs in most nations foreign providers (which are all defined as part of
the private sector when operating outside their own national jurisdiction) play only a marginal
role, except in purely online education, which overall enrolls but a small proportion of students

(Usher & Savino, 2007).

In the multilateral General Agreement on Trade in Services and World Trade Organization
negotiations, a national interest bias is strongly apparent. All of the Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD) has chosen to retain firm control over the national
character of the systems under their jurisdiction. As reported in OECD (2008), among the exporting
nations, a typical stance is to expect a greater degree of deregulation in foreign nations than the
exporter is prepared to countenance at home. Yet globalization also has transformative
implications for the internal relations between nation states and their HEIs. In one sense, the single
worldwide logic of global rankings is confirmed in that within global networks universities directly

deal with each other in their own right. The model of standalone global actors was long practiced

34



Literature review

among individual researchers and scholars and has always shaped the dealings of certain leading
universities (mostly in the United States and the United Kingdom) with the rest of the world. The
tide of attention paid to university rankings, however, well and truly swept over the sector a
decade later in 2003 with the release of the Academic Ranking of World Universities (ARWU) by
Shanghai Jiao Tong University in China and the Times Higher Education World University Rankings
a year later. The Centre for science and technology studies at the university has developed its own
global bibliometric ranking while the European Union has recently announced its intention to
develop a new multidimensional university ranking system with global outreach. Rankings
compare HEls using a range of different indicators, which are weighed differently according to
each ranking system (Brooks, 2005). Information is generally drawn from three different sources:
independent third party sources, e.g. government databases; HEl sources or survey data of
students, employers or other stakeholders. Given the absence of reliable publicly available cross-
national comparative data, global rankings measure researching broad-brush strokes, rather than

the full range of HE activity.

As such, they rely heavily on traditional research outputs as captured in the bibliometric
and citations databases developed (Van Rann, 2005). Research productivity is measured by the
number of publications in peer reviewed journals, and research excellence and impact is measured
by the number of citations. Essentially, peer publications and citations attempt to measure the
extent to which research impacts on and influences the global science community and this
argument was taken one step further by specifically focusing on publications in Nature and
Science, and the number of Nobel or other major prizes winners employed by an individual HEI,
as a proxy for scientific excellence. Because the outcome is a derivative of institutional size does
attempt to control for this by assigning ten per cent of its score to this while the Taiwan system
accounts for institutional age by assigning a special weighting for publications in the current year.
Research capacity is measured by faculty output, which is also the reasoning behind prizes. It
attempts to measure broader HE activity, including student learning, community engagement
innovation and employability, through a combination of peer review and surveys or

guestionnaires. This is based on the fact that peer appraisal is essentially a reputational calculation
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based on research standing. Webometrics does what its name says; in line with the international
movement towards open science, it measures research productivity according to the size and scale
of HE web presence. SIT pioneered global rankings in 2003 as an effort to define the characteristics
of a world class university in order to leverage funding from the Chinese Government in line with
the latter’s policy aspirations. Its publication reverberated around the world, as government
leaders saw a gap opening up between their stated ambition and their perception of what rankings

represent.

The other systems are arguably either a refinement or rebuttal of the SJT including the EU
proposition which arises from concern that European HEls have performed poorly relative to the
EU’s ambitious Lisbon Agenda and concern that European higher education would henceforth be
defined by Chinese or other criteria. The table 2, illustrates how the choice of indicators and the
weightings attached to them reflect the priorities of each of the producers, while table 3 shows
that national systems have a much wider range of indicators due to access to richer data. Despite
these differences, research and its traditional outputs is the primary and easiest measurement,

acting as a proxy for excellence.

TABLE 1. DIFFERENT RANKINGS SYSTEM AND MEASUREMENT

RANKING SYSTEM INDICATOR DIMENSION WEIGHTING

SJT Academic e Quality of Education 10%

Ranking of World = Quality of Faculty

e No. Nobel Prize/Field Medal 20%
Universities
e No. HiCi Researchers 20%

e Research Output

e No. Articles in Nature/Science 20%
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Times QS World e Peer Appraisal 40%
. . . Graduate Employabilit 10%
University Ranking ploy y 0
e Teaching Quality/SSR 20%
e International Students 5%
e International Faculty 5%
Performance Rankings |* Research Productivity
. e e No. Articles in last11 years 10%
of Scientific Papers Y 0
e No. Articles in current year 10%
for Research
e Research Impact
Universities
* No. Citations lastllyears 10%
* No. Citations in last 2 years 10%
* No. Citations in last 11years 10%
e Research Excellence
e HiCiindex of last 2years 20%
* No. HiCi Papers, last 10 years 10%
e No. Articles High-Impact Journals in Current Year 10%
* No. Subject Fields where University Demonstrates Excellence 10%

Source: Adapted from Hazelkorn, 2009
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TABLE 2. INDICATORS MEASURING SURVEY

INDICATORS USED FOR RESEARCH

RANKING SYSTEM (COUNTRY)

Overall grants (money amount)

Slovakia

Grants per faculty (money amount)

Austria, Germany, ltaly

Grants per faculty (absolute numbers) Italy
Research projects funded by the European Union (EU) Italy
Participation in int’l research programs Poland
Number of publications Sweden

Publications per researcher

Germany, Slovakia, Switzerland

Citations per faculty

United Kingdom

Citations per publication

Germany, Slovakia, Switzerland

Number of int’l publications Poland

Percentage of articles cited within first two years after publication Sweden
Number of publications with 5+ citations Slovakia
Percentage of articles belonging to top 5 per cent most cited articles (HiCi) Sweden
Number of patents (absolute number) Germany
Patents per faculty Germany

Ratio of the student’s research

United Kingdom

Research quality

Germany, United Kingdom

Reputation for research

Austria, Germany

Source: Hendel and Stolz, 2008, p. 181.

38




Literature review

2.2.1. HIGHER EDUCATION RANKINGS OF SHANGHAI JIAO TONG UNIVERSITY
INSTITUTE

In compiling its Academic Ranking of World Universities, the SJTU group made a deliberate
decision to focus on research performance (Liu and Cheng, 2005). The SITU (Shanghai Jiao Tong
University) rankings are not holistic university rankings, though they have been widely interpreted
as such, notwithstanding the strenuous efforts by the SITU group. It was considered impossible
to compare teaching and learning on a worldwide basis, owi