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“How does one attempt to grasp the incomprehensible? 
Through lists, through catalogues, through collections in 
museums and through encyclopedias and dictionaries. 
There is an allure to enumerating how many women Don 
Giovanni slept with: it was 2,063, at least according to Mo-
zart’s librettist, Lorenzo da Ponte. We also have complete-
ly practical lists — the shopping list, the will, the menu — 
that are also cultural achievements in their own right.” 

Umberto Eco, from Spiegel interview “We Like Lists Be-
cause We Don't Want to Die.”
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The Russian government is investing nine billion rou-

EOHV�LQ�SODFLQJ�ˋYH�5XVVLDQ�XQLYHUVLWLHV�ZLWKLQ�WKH�WRS�

100 in global rankings. But what is measured by rank-

ings and why would we trust them?

Russian universities are not competing at the top of international rankings. Of 

the three major academic ranking systems — the Academic Ranking of World 

8QLYHUVLWLHV��$5:8�RU�6KDQJKDL�UDQNLQJ���WKH�4XDFTXDUHOOL�6\PRQGV�:RUOG�8QL-
YHUVLW\�5DQNLQJ��46���DQG�WKH�7LPHV�+LJKHU�(GXFDWLRQ�:RUOG�8QLYHUVLW\�5DQNLQJV�
�7+(��Ƞ�RQO\�RQH�LQFOXGHV�D�5XVVLDQ�XQLYHUVLW\�LQ�WKH�WRS������DQG�LWV�SRVLWLRQ�
LV� VWHDGˋO\� GHFOLQLQJ� �)LJXUH����� 3UHVLGHQW�9ODGLPLU� 3XWLQ� UHFHQWO\� RUGHUHG� WKH�
0LQLVWU\�RI�(GXFDWLRQ�WR�SODFH�DW�OHDVW�ˋYH�5XVVLDQ�KLJKHU�HGXFDWLRQ�LQVWLWXWLRQV�
�+(,V��LQ�WKH�WRS�����E\�������FRQVROLGDWLQJ�WKHP�DQG�LQYHVWLQJ���ELOOLRQ�URXEOHV�
in the 16-18 with the best chances of placement. If they make the list, they will 

HQWHU�D�VPDOO�JOREDO�HOLWH��UDQNLQJV�UHˌHFW������RI�WKH�RYHU��������+(,V�ZRUOG-

ZLGH�� +RZHYHU�� WKH� SXUVXLW� RI� LQWHUQDWLRQDO� UHFRJQLWLRQ�PD\� FRQˌLFW� ZLWK� WKH�
actual quality of education.

NAVIGATOR FOR NEWCOMERS
Global university rankings have existed for only 10 years, yet they are highly 

LQˌXHQWLDO� DQG�XVHG�XELTXLWRXVO\��%HVLGHV� WKH� WKUHH�JOREDO� UDQNLQJV� WKHUH�DUH�
PRUH�WKDQ����ORFDO�RQHV��LQFOXGLQJ�UHJLRQDO�DQG�QDWLRQDO��WKH�ˋUVW�RI�WKRVH�ZKLFK�
exist now appeared 30 years ago. More than 60% of the world’s students take 

rankings into account when choosing an HEI. Initiatives to place universities in 

global rankings also exist in Kazakhstan, France, Malaysia, China and Finland; 

India and Holland distribute scholarships for international education based on 

the placement of their universities in global rankings. 1 According to Ying Cheng, 

co-founder of the Shanghai ranking, “It’s hard for me to say how popular our rank-

ing is. I will just say that, since we issued the ranking, representatives of 200 uni-

YHUVLWLHV�DQG�WKUHH�PLQLVWHUV�RI�HGXFDWLRQ�YLVLWHG�RXU�RIˋFH�LQ�6KDQJKDL�WR�PHHW�
us in person.” Phil Baty, an editor of the THE global ranking, was chosen  the most 

LQˌXHQWLDO�SHUVRQ�LQ�$XVWUDOLDQ�KLJKHU�HGXFDWLRQ�E\�7KH�$XVWUDOLDQ�QHZVSDSHU��
even though Baty is British.

5DQNLQJV�ˋUVW�DSSHDUHG�DV�D�UHVXOW�RI�LQFUHDVLQJ�HQUROOPHQW�LQ�KLJKHU�HGXFDWLRQ��
meeting a need for selection criteria on the part of students and professors. 

“Many new people came to the education market and didn’t know what was go-

ing on there,” says Philip Altbach, director of the Center for International Higher 

(GXFDWLRQ�DW�%RVWRQ�&ROOHJH��0DQ\�RI�WKHP�ZHUH�WKH�ˋUVW�LQ�WKHLU�IDPLOLHV�WR�SXU-
sue higher education. The magazine US News & World Report started issuing its 

DQQXDO�UDQNLQJV�LQ�������DQG�ZLWK�JURZLQJ�JOREDO�FRPSHWLWLRQ�LQ�WKH�NQRZOHGJH�
economy, the focus on rankings spread worldwide. 

In the mid-1990s, the Chinese government began an initiative to transform their 

education system for competition at the international level. However, it was dif-

ˋFXOW�WR�GHWHUPLQH�ZKHWKHU�WKHVH�HIIRUWV�ZHUH�SURYLQJ�HIIHFWLYH��$FDGHPLFV�IURP�
Jiao Tong University decided to develop a ranking system in 2003 to measure 

their position in the global arena; this became the Shanghai ranking. Shortly 

WKHUHDIWHU�� WKH�%ULWLVK�HGXFDWLRQ�FRQVXOWDQF\�4XDFTXDUHOOL�6\PRQGV�GHYHORSHG�
another system in cooperation with the Times Higher Education magazine. They 

split into separate systems in 2009, joining the Shanghai ranking as the top three 

global rankings for higher education.

Russia is now joining the race to the top of the academic rankings, but it's not 

promising to be an easy one. After years of efforts, China still doesn’t have a 

XQLYHUVLW\�LQ�WKH�6KDQJKDL�UDQNLQJȢV�WRS������DOWKRXJK�WKH\ȢYH�VLJQLˋFDQWO\�LQ-

Figure 1. Position of Moscow 
State University (MSU) in the 
ARWU global ranking.
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FUHDVHG�WKHLU�SUHVHQFH�LQ�WKH�WRS������IURP���XQLYHUVLWLHV�LQ������WR����LQ������
6LQFH�5XVVLD�KDV�FKRVHQ�WR�FRPSHWH��LWȢV�WLPH�WR�DVN��:KDW�PDNHV�D�XQLYHUVLW\�ULVH�
in the rankings?

RESEARCH FIRST
Rankings measure certain types of universities, which not only teach students 

EXW�DOVR�GR�UHVHDUFK�WKDW�LQˌXHQFHV�WKH�GHYHORSPHQW�RI�LQQRYDWLRQ�LQ�D�FRXQWU\��
An overall score of all three global rankings is dependent on the research quality 

of the university - both the number of people producing research and their out-

put - papers produced. An overall score in the Shanghai ranking is 90% depend-

HQW�RQ��UHVHDUFK��ZKLOH�IRU�46�LW
V�����DQG��IRU�7+(�LW
V�����

5XVVLD�IDFHV�GLIˋFXOWLHV�LQ�UHVHDUFK�LQGLFDWRUV�EHFDXVH�UDQNLQJV�IRFXV�SULPDULO\�
on publications written in English. This is logical, given their global scope. “We 

QHHG�D�FRPPRQ�ODQJXDJH��,I�WKH�ˋQHVW�5XVVLDQ�VFKRODUVKLS�LVQȢW�SXVKLQJ�IRUZDUG�
the boundaries of collective global knowledge, then it shouldn’t have a high 

impact rating,” explains Phil Baty, rankings editor for THE. 

But also focus on research is a challenge based on the Russian higher education 

system, which is different from the one they use in the USA and the UK. “Rank-

ings favour the Anglo-Saxon model common among universities in the UK and 

US, which allows more time for research than the teaching-based continental 

model found in Russia,” says Anatoly Torkunov, rector of Moscow State University 

RI�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�5HODWLRQV��0*,02���5XVVLD�KDV�D�VHSDUDWH�LQVWLWXWLRQ�IRU�UHVHDUFK�
�WKH�$FDGHP\�RI�6FLHQFHV���ZKLFK�LV�QRW�DQ�HGXFDWLRQDO�LQVWLWXWLRQ��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�
Mikhail Eskindarov, rector of the Financial University under the Government of 

the Russian Federation, “In universities based on the Anglo-Saxon model, a pro-

fessor’s teaching responsibility is 100-120 hours per year, and they’re expected 

WR�VSHQG�PXFK�RI�WKHLU�WLPH�SXEOLVKLQJ��7KH\�KDYH�D�SULYDWH�RIˋFH�IRU�WKLV��7KH�
teaching responsibility of a Russian professor is 400-450 hours per year.”

Although Russian universities are making an effort to allow professors time to 

publish, many have found that students are not accustomed to working inde-

pendently. “If we tell students that a particular amount of time is devoted to 

individual work, they will just do nothing,” Eskindarov assures us. Alexandr Auzan, 

GHDQ�RI�WKH�HFRQRPLFV�GHSDUWPHQW�DW�0RVFRZ�6WDWH�8QLYHUVLW\��068���DGGV�WKDW�
delivering knowledge through conversation is an important part of the continen-
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Figure 2. The United 
States and United 
Kingdom  lead in 
global rankings.

Country distribution 
in ARWU top 100.



WDO�XQLYHUVLW\ȢV�'1$��Ȥ,Q�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV��VWXGHQWV�DUH�LQGHSHQGHQW��“Why would 

I need a professor? Just give me what they’ve written. Maybe I will ask them a few 

questions later by e-mail." In the continental system it’s different. Complex sub-

jects are discussed, more often than read. This approach extends to assessment 

as well. Instead of a test, submitting information, a strict grading system, there 

are oral seminars, colloquia.” 

 That’s why US universities occupy almost a third of ranked universities and half 

RI�WKH�WRS������)LJXUH�����ZLWK�+DUYDUG�DQG�0,7�LQ�WKH�OHDG��,WȢV�KDUG�WR�FRPSHWH�
with them in rankings because of the lack of budget. Harvard’s endowment is 

almost two times larger than Russia’s entire budget for education - $32 billion 

versus $18 billion. But if you set other priorities leaders will be different. “If you 

were to increase the proportion of teaching in the overall ranking score, Oxford 

ZRXOG�EH�ˋUVW�ȥ�VDLG�%DW\��%XW�UDQNLQJV�IDYRXU�UHVHDUFK�QRW�EHFDXVH�WKH\�UHDOO\�
ˋQG�LW�VR�LPSRUWDQW��7KH\�MXVW�FDQȢW�PDNH�D�SURSHU�PHDVXUHPHQW�RI�WHDFKLQJ��

INSIDE THE BLACK BOX
%HQ�6RZWHU��KHDG�RI�WKH�46�,QWHOOLJHQFH�8QLW��DIˋUPV�WKDW�“measuring teaching 

is the holy grail of rankings at any level. People add new criteria, claiming that 

they measure something new, but nobody answers big questions.” In other words, 

rankings show little about teaching quality. The Shanghai ranking considers the 

QXPEHU�RI�1REHO�3UL]H�DQG�)LHOGV�0HGDO�ZLQQHUV������RI�WKH�RYHUDOO�VFRUH���7KH\�
RSHQO\�DGPLW�WKDW�WKHLU�IRFXV�LV�QRW�RQ�WHDFKLQJ��46�IDFWRUV�WHDFKHU�WR�VWXGHQW�
UDWLRV��������EDVHG�RQ�DQ�DVVXPSWLRQ�WKDW�PRUH�SURIHVVRUV�PHDQV�PRUH�RSSRU-
tunities for students to learn from them. They also factor in the results of an em-

SOR\HU�VXUYH\��������7+(�FRQGXFWV�D�UHSXWDWLRQ�VXUYH\�DPRQJ�DFDGHPLFV��ZKLFK�
ORRNV�DW�ZKLFK�XQLYHUVLWLHV�DUH�EHVW�LQ�UHVHDUFK�DQG�WHDFKLQJ������ZHLJKW���UDWLRV�
RI�VWXGHQW�WR�VWDII�UDWLR��UDWLR�RI�GRFWRUDO�WR�EDFKHORUȢV�GHJUHHV�DZDUGHG���������
DQG�GRFWRUDWHV�DZDUGHG�E\�DQ�LQVWLWXWLRQ��VFDOHG�DJDLQVW�LWV�VL]H�������EDVHG�RQ�
the rationale that having more postgraduate students creates a more intellectual 

atmosphere.

It’s possible to criticize each of these criteria. For example, if there are a lot 

of teachers in the school it doesn’t mean that they give good lessons. But the 

main thing is that the majority focus on assessing the quality of the environment 

for students, but are silent about the results of spending time in such an envi-

URQPHQW��H[FHSW�PD\EH�VXUYH\V���Ȥ$�SHUVRQ�FRPHV�WR�XQLYHUVLW\��D�SHUVRQ�OHDYHV�
the university. We don’t know what is happening inside. It’s a black box,” says 

Jan Sadlack, president of the Observatory on Academic Ranking and Excellence. 

Ranking ancestors in the beginning and middle of the previous century took a 

OLVW�RI�UHPDUNDEOH�SHRSOH��IURP�Ȥ:KR�LV�ZKR�LQ�$PHULFD�ȥ�IRU�H[DPSOH��DQG�IRXQG�
out which universities they graduated from. A similar ranking is produced today 

by Forbes magazine, for example, which counts millionaire graduates. “This re-

verse engineering doesn’t say much. How do you know whether an outstanding 

person is typical for this institution? They could be an exception,” explains Ben 

Wildavsky, senior scholar in Research and Policy at the Kauffman Foundation, 

who doesn’t trust this method. He says that you can get an idea closer to reality 

if you take average alumni salary, but you should keep in mind that if a person 

studies literature he will probably earn less than lawyer. Does this say anything 

about the quality of education?

There was a recent attempt to measure the results of teaching by the Assessment 

RI�+LJKHU�(GXFDWLRQ�/HDUQLQJ�2XWFRPHV��$+(/2��SURMHFW��FRPPLVVLRQHG�E\�2U-
JDQL]DWLRQ�IRU�(FRQRPLF�&RRSHUDWLRQ�DQG�'HYHORSPHQW��2(&'���7KH�SUHPLVH�RI�
$+(/2�ZDV�WR�PHDVXUH�JHQHULF�VNLOOV��WKH�VR�FDOOHG���VW�&HQWXU\�VNLOOV�ȟ�FULWLFDO�
WKLQNLQJ��DQDO\WLFDO�UHDVRQLQJ��SUREOHP�VROYLQJ�DQG�ZULWWHQ�FRPPXQLFDWLRQ��DV�
well as skills in economics and engineering.6 The project started 5 years ago, and 

has collected a large amount of useful information, but has produced no usable 

benchmarks.

UNIVERSITY RANKINGS. MEASURING THE IMMEASURABLE



Local rankings have better access to information and thus have more sophis-

ticated data. The Expert ranking in Russia offers more extensive employer and 

student surveys, but local rankings are almost as limited as their global coun-

terparts in measuring educational outcomes, since both are focused instead on 

environment. The Expert ranking factors in the presence of scholars from the 

Academy of Sciences employed at a university, the average age of teachers and 

the number of collaborative programs with international universities. US News 

& World Report measures selectivity and student test scores. So it’s clear that 

rankings are imperfect, but do they help universities improve?

SELECTIVE PICTURE
Global rankings favour certain types of universities whilst obscuring others. And 

WKDWȢV�QRW�QHFHVVDULO\�ZKDW�WKH�FRXQWU\�QHHGV��Ȥ���WKH�PDLQ��EHQHˋFLDULHV�RI�WKLV�
methodology have been the physical, life and medical sciences. … other impor-

tant sources or publication formats, such as books and conference proceedings, 

impact on technical standards or policy reports, electronic formats or open source 

SXEOLFDWLRQV��HWF��DUH�LJQRUHG��1HZ�UHVHDUFK�ˋHOGV�� LQWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\�UHVHDUFK�RU�
LGHDV�ZKLFK�FKDOOHQJH�RUWKRGR[\�RIWHQ�̀ QG�LW�GLIˋFXOW�WR�JHW�SXEOLVKHG�RU�DUH�OHVV�
likely to be published in high-impact journals” 1. Rankings prefer big institutions 

to smaller ones. “Rankings force small schools who are good at something to do 

things which are not their core competition. They kill excellence,” professor Alt-

bach says. Rankings underestimate institutions that are not producing research 

but produce important professionals for the country’s economy. “We teach peo-

ple who will work in the mining industry,” a representative of the St. Petersburg 

Mining Institute explains. “It’s hard work, you have to work underground. It’s not 

prestigious and we struggle to attract students. But this industry is important for 

the Russian economy.” Such institutions often attract students from low-income 

EDFNJURXQGV��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�%HQ�6RZWHU�RI�46��Ȥ7KHUH�DUH�LQVWLWXWLRQV�ZKR�DUH�GR-

ing a great job increasing social mobility, but this is not what we are measuring.”

Although experts don’t know exactly how many universities in the world can 

potentially be included in rankings, they say it’s several thousands. Others remain  

relatively unknown. For some it’s just not possible to place in the current rank-

ings criteria, but this doesn’t mean they’re not achieving their goals or maintain-

ing high standards. Some call rankings misleading attempts to compare “apples 

with oranges.”2 
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The selective picture offered by global rankings works for a country like Hong 

.RQJ��ZKLFK�FDQ�LQYHVW�KHDYLO\�LQ�D�VHOHFW�IHZ�+(,V��7KH\�KDYH�RQO\�VL[��DQG�KDOI�
of them are in the rankings. In Russia there are 3,500. It’s not clear whether it’s 

necessary to prioritize several schools for government support. In the United 

States, where there are more than four thousand HEIs, the question of selectivity 

is also on a table. Although the US government doesn’t use rankings in education 

IXQGLQJ��WKH\�H[HUW�JUHDW�LQˌXHQFH�RQ�D�PDUNHW�EDVHG�V\VWHP��Ȥ,I�\RX�DUH�QRW�LQ�
rankings you will not get Chinese students,” Dmitry Grishankov, CEO of Expert 

rating agency says. That’s important for US universities, because they make up 

over 30%3 of the world education market, and it’s predicted that number of world 

international students will double by 2025.4

Although we want to say that in Russia we don’t need highly ranked universities. 

“There should be several world-class universities in Russia, not many. But not 

because of the rankings but because of the country’s needs,” professor Altbach  

says. From this perspective, the problem is that by prioritizing ranking results a 

university always has to invest in improving particular indicators, and those indi-

cators are not necessarily related to teaching. In this sense, universities in a rank-

ing race have similarities with publicly listed companies, that on a stock market 

have to show good quarterly results and this short term focus can prevent them 

from investing in longterm development out of concern for either temporary loss 

LQ�SURˋWV�RU�XQFHUWDLQ�UHWXUQ�RQ�LQYHVWPHQW��

That’s why there are universities in Europe and the United States who refuse to 

be ranked. One of those is Reed college, Portland. They refused to provide data to 

US News & World Report though being in the top100. They made a statement on 

WKHLU�ZHE�VLWH��Ȥ5HHG�FRQWLQXHV�WR�VWDQG�DSDUW�IURP�HSKHPHUDO�WUHQGV��UHVLVWLQJ�
pressures to abandon its core principles and its clear focus on academics. Studies 

continue to show Reed graduates earning doctorates or winning postgraduate 

IHOORZVKLSV�DQG�VFKRODUVKLSV��VXFK�DV�5KRGHV��)XOEULJKW��:DWVRQ��DQG�0HOORQ��DW�
rates higher than all but a handful of other colleges. Says President Diver, “Reed 

is a paradigmatic example of a college committed — and committed solely — to 

the cultivation of a thirst for knowledge. Reed illustrates a relatively small, but 

robust, segment of higher education whose virtues may not always be celebrated 

by the popular press, but can still be found by those who truly seek them.”

All those critiques do not necessarily disprove the value of rankings; it is more 

that we are just too demanding to them. “I spent my whole life trying to under-

stand which university is better and I don’t know!” professor Altbach exclaims. 

Rankings are making a titanic attempt to measure the unmeasurable. There is 

QR�UXOH�WKDW�VD\V�WKDW�UHVHDUFK�VKRXOG�EH�����Ƞ�LW�FDQ�EH����RU������7KHUH�LV�QR�
rule according to which you should prioritize research against teaching. There is 

no rules on which criteria you should use. “We’ve done a lot of work consulting 

with experts. And we’ve made a decision — this is what we think is a right formu-

lation,” says Phil Baty of THE.

Giving the appearance of being all-knowing, rankings play an interesting game 

ZLWK�SXEOLF�RSLQLRQ��7KDWȢV�D�WZR�VLGHG�LQˌXHQFH��7KH�UHVXOWV�VKRXOG�EH�FORVH�WR�
the expected ones, otherwise the ranking will not be trusted. Ben Wildavsky gives 

an example from mid '90's when US News & World Report unexpectedly placed 

&DOLIRUQLD�,QVWLWXWH�RI�7HFKQRORJ\�ˋUVW�EHFDXVH�WKH\�ZRUN�LQ�VPDOO�ODEV�DQG�WKH�
student-to-teacher ratio is small. But Caltech is not an environment most of the 

students would like because of its very strong emphasis on science. US News & 

World Report sold fewer copies as a result. In the next year they changed meth-

RGRORJ\�VR�WKDW�+DUYDUG�SODFHG�ˋUVW��“Rankings have never been social science; 

LWȢV�D�MRXUQDOLVWLF�SURGXFW��$�JURXS�RI�JX\V�ZHUH�WKLQNLQJ��+RZ�FDQ�ZH�PDNH�DQ�
interesting article? What information is available on universities?” Ben Wildavsky 

explains. And why not? “I’m for the free speech,” several of my interlocutors said 

in defense of rankings. 

UNIVERSITY RANKINGS. MEASURING THE IMMEASURABLE



USER’S FAULT
Ȥ5DQNLQJV�LV�D�SDUW�RI�FRQVXPHU�PRYHPHQW�WKDW�ZH�VDZ�HVSHFLDOO\�LQ�����V�LQ�
the States," Ben Wildavsky says. "The idea is that people have a right to know 

about their cost. Rankings emerged in response to people who needed more 

information in choosing a school.”  In some ways, they have adjusted to meet 

users’ varying needs. Beside a composite score you can look at different crite-

ria separately. “Graduation rate — as a parent I want to know if it is 50 or 90%. 

I’m interested in how big classes are or how much money you are spending on 

research. They are reasonable as one component,” he says. Haley, a student in 

D�3DFH�8QLYHUVLW\�DJUHHV�ZLWK�KLP��3DFH�XQLYHUVLW\� LV�QXPEHU����� LQ�86�1HZV�
and World Report ranking. Now she is transferring to another university, which 

is higher in the rankings. “I looked at classrooms size. I don’t have an idea how 

you can get knowledge in a room with 200 kids besides you. I was also choos-

ing a more selective school. Here the selectivity rate is almost 80% - basically, 

everybody can enter. The school I’m transferring to has a selectivity rate of 40%. 

I’m sure that a competitive atmosphere forces you to improve,” she said. A math 

student from Harvard who I spoke with said that among those universities he 

entered he had chosen the one with the best program in math, not looking at the 

overall score of the institution.

Its transparency and statistics-based nature are keys to rankings’ success. In the 

EHJLQQLQJ�RI�WKHLU�H[LVWHQFH�86�1HZV�	�:RUOG�5HSRUW�EDVHG�WKHLU�ˋQGLQJV�RQ�
different methods. The only criteria they used was academic surveys, which were 

a collection of subjective opinions. This approach inspired negative responses 

from academics. As a consequence, the magazine had to add other criteria, even-

tually relying on surveys for just 25% of the assessment, with the rest coming 

from hard data. Another example of this transparency is the Gourman Report, a 

ranking of undergraduate, professional, and graduate programs in American and 

international universities. It was issued for almost 30 years by professor Jack 

*RXUPDQ�IURP�&DOLIRUQLD�,QVWLWXWH��EHIRUH�FORVLQJ�LQ�������)RU�5XVVLD�WKH�*RXU-
PDQ�5HSRUW�ZDV�VLJQLˋFDQW�EHFDXVH��EHVLGHV�WKH�86�UDQNLQJV��*RXUPDQ�LVVXHG�
an international ranking where MSU was ranked 2nd - after the Sorbonne and 

before Oxford. Leningrad State University was ranked 4th. However, that ranking 

isn’t trusted now because Gourman didn’t disclose his methodology.

But it seems that transparency only gives rankings an image of being a clear 

PDWKHPDWLFDO�LQVWUXPHQW��,Q�UHDOLW\�ȟ�PDQ\�SHRSOH�GRQȢW�FDUH�ZKDW�WKH�UDWLQJ�LV�
based on. For many users it is only important to know the composite score of the 

university, not what is behind it. “We work to help people working in universi-

ties to make informed decisions. We have 30 million unique users each year but 

there are only hundreds of thousands of academics in the world. That means that 

WKHUH
V�D�KXJH�PDVV�PDUNHW�RI�VWXGHQWV��7KH\�FRPH�WR�RXU�ZHEVLWH�ˋU�D�FRXSOH�RI�
minutes to make sure that their university performs well,” Phil Baty says. He notes 

that while some people are very cynical about rankings and look at different 

criteria, there are those primarily in Asia who are sensitive to composite score 

as it’s a reputation question. They can see it from website statistics.  Shanghai 

ranking faces a similar situation. “Students don’t care what indicators are used 

in rankings,” Ying Cheng regrets. One of the reasons for this is that international 

students spend their money in other country’s universities and they want to be 

sure that their institution is famous and has good reputation and brand. That’s 

DQ�DGGLWLRQDO�LQVXUDQFH�IRU�JRRG�HPSOR\PHQW��7KLV�EHKDYLRXU�LV�RIWHQ�FULWLFL]HG��
“High ranking is only for your ego,” a Harvard student winces. “If you learn, you 

will get a good education at any school,” a student of Pace University agrees. 

<RX�FDQ�ˋQG�WKH�VDPH�DWWLWXGH�LQ�KLJKO\�UDQNHG�VFKRROV��Ȥ:KHQ�,�ZDV�FKRRVLQJ�D�
school, I was forced to go to one of the best, everybody was saying it’s important. 

But now my brother is graduating from school and I see that it’s changing. It’s 

important to choose not just the best school but the one which best suits you,"  

an MIT student says. 



The Russian government uses rankings the same way as those students who 

don’t care what rankings are made from. “The idea about rankings emerged as a 

political statement connected with national ambitions,” Alexandr Auzan thinks. 

It’s a shame then that the probability of getting 5 institutions into top 100 before 

2020 is so low. “Seven years is not enough for this,” Juliya Zaiceva, representa-

WLYH�RI�46�LQ�5XVVLD�VDLG��%XW�WKHUH�PD\�EH�D�VROXWLRQ�IRU�WKLV��,Q�DQQRXQFLQJ�KLV�
DPELWLRQ��3UHVLGHQW�3XWLQ�GLGQȢW�PHQWLRQ�WKH�VSHFLˋF�UDQNLQJV�LQ�ZKLFK�5XVVLDQ�
universities should place. Now there is a competition on developing Russia’s own 

national and international ranking of universities. It’s supposed to set its own pri-

orities instead of using “Anglo-Saxon ranking.” “There should be way to measure 

teaching quality, the opinion of employers,” Anatoly Torkunov says. For now it’s 

unclear how to do it on international level. Another risk for this kind of ranking is 

trust. As was mentioned above, it’s important who is on top of the ranking. There 

were mocking headlines announcing, “The French are doing well in French world 

ranking” when France came up with such an idea. 

TO HIDE THE BEST
As a reaction to strong governmental attention to diversifying global rankings 

can be found in the European experience. The largest initiative-response to gov-

ernmental attention to rankings is U-Multirank. Its goal is to provide the user 

ZLWK�D�VHW�RI�FULWHULD�EXW�QR�RYHUDOO�VFRUH��,W�LV�EHQHˋFLDO�LQ�WKDW�LW�IRUFHV�FXVWRPHU�
to decide by oneself what ones priorities are. Even global rankings are listen-

ing to market demand and recognizing this need by adjusting their methods for 

VSHFLˋF�LQVWLWXWLRQV�DQG�UHJLRQV�WR�JLYH�D�PRUH�GLYHUVH�SLFWXUH��)RU�H[DPSOH��46�
is making a ranking for Latin America that is published predominantly in Latin 

American magazines. THE is making a ranking for Asia and top 50 universities 

under 50 years old. They are also working on a way to give the user an oppor-

tunity to change indicator weight according to a user’s priorities. However, the 

most extreme efforts at diversifying ranking criteria have received criticism and 

even scorn. Critics point out that most of the rankings’ users are not profession-

als and by adding more criteria with less hierarchy, its possible that they will 

make ill-informed decisions. In addition, everybody is best equals nobody is best. 

“Everybody gets a prize,” Ben Wildavsky of Kauffman Foundation said . “We have 

to accept that ranking should have a certain level of brutality,” Jan Sadlack of 

,5(*�DGGV��,WȢV�ZRUWK�QRWLQJ�WKDW�D�VLPLODUO\�VXSHU�GLYHUVLˋHG�UDQNLQJ�SURMHFW�ZDV�
initiated in the United States, but as satire. The goal was to show the absurdity 

of rankings’ attempts to measure the unmeasurable. “Jeffrey Stake, a professor 

at the Indiana University law school, has created a website called the Ranking 

Game. It contains a spreadsheet loaded with statistics on every law school in the 

country, and allows users to pick their own criteria, assign their own weights and 

construct any ranking system they want.”4 

6XFK�KLJKO\�GLYHUVLˋHG�UDQNLQJV�PDNH�LW�LPSRVVLEOH�WR�XVH�RQHȢV�VWDWXV�DV�D�SUR-

motion tool. “We are best in staff-to-student ratio” and “we are 126th in a number 

RI�SXEOLFDWLRQVȥ�LV�QRW�DV�FRRO�DV�ȤZH�DUH�ˋUVWȥ�DQG�HYHQ�ȤZH�DUH���WK�ȥ�)RU�WKLV�
exact reason, however, it is unlikely that the Russian government will rely on 

them. Their concern is at least partly based on promotion and in that they are 

not so unlike the mass of students who use rankings to make short-cut decisions.  

Our only hope may be that, having apparently accepted this consumer-oriented 

understanding of education, our policy makers will at least choose to be well 

informed, critical consumers. 
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