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„University of Vienna crashes in the Rankings“ (ORF.at, Oct. 2009)
„Ranking: Austrian Unviersities crash“ (Kurier, Oct.2012)
„Times-Ranking: Our Universities are a total failure“  (Österreich, Oct.2013)
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UCL #8

UCLA #35

Peking U #22

University of Vienna #154



• Introduction - What do rankings measure, what are their limitations?
• Impact of rankings on University management
• How can Universities improve their ranking position?

Agenda
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• Published by media agencies or Universities
• Part of the academic discourse since ca. 2000 
• Highly visible in the public eye
• Basis for decision making of various stakeholders (parents, students, 
policy makers, university management)

Introduction
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• Comparative assessment of Universities based on quantitative 
indicators 
• Set of indicators covering different aspects (teaching, research, 
internationalization, innovation…)
• Ranking of Universities/research subjects by summarized scores of 
indicator values (league-tables)
• Multidimensional rankings (e.g. U-multirank, CHE)

Introduction
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• More than 50 international rankings, with rising tendency
• Various levels of international and national visibility
• University/Subject rankings
• The ”big 3”:

Introduction
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• Universities mostly ranked involuntarily
• Data provision possible for some rankings (e.g. THE, QS)

• Data sources: 
-data provided by Universities
-public available data
-bibliometric databases (Web of Science, Scopus)
-peer surveys (QS, THE)

Introduction
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Introduction
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Academic	reputation	(40%),	Employer	
reputation	(10%)	staff/student	ratio	
(20%),	citations	per	faculty	(20%),	
international	faculty	and	students	(each	
5%)
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• Simplified depiction of complex entities
• „Comparing the uncomparable“
• Data quality and validity (“tweaking“)
• Publication databases (SSH coverage, language bias)
• Reputation surveys/statistical effects
• Intransparency/changing indicators and weighting
• Entry barriers for small/new Universities

Introduction
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“Comparing the incomparable”

Introduction
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• Two cars (both 500 
PS)

• The first car has to
provide seating for 80 
passengers (state
law)

• No restrictions for the
second car

• The fastest car wins
• Who will it be?



Data quality and validity

Introduction
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„Das Wunder von 
Tübingen“

THE 2014: 221-25
THE 2015: 113



Reputation surveys/statistical effects

Introduction
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50

50

Sorz et al. 2015
• Peer surveys up to 90% of total 

score!
• Response rates?
• Very stable “top group”
• “Matthew effect”
• High fluctuations below #50 

(THE), most likely not correlated 
with academic performance

• Small changes in score with high 
changes in rank



Intransparency/changing indicators

Introduction
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• Changes of indicators/weighting 
• Normalization of citations
• No time series! 

THE-Ranking:
1= Last joint ranking QS/THE
2= Separation/major changes
3=Normalization of citations
4=Change from WOS to SCOPUS
5= From 800 to 1000 participants



Who succeeds?  
• Already prestigious universities with 

high budgets 
• Focus on highly cited areas (e.g. 

Medicine, Life Science)
• High number of (international) 

scientists, who publish only in top-
journals and acquire a lot of third-
party funds (also from industry)
• Low student numbers

Introduction
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A. Rauhvargers, EUA report 2013



What is missing?
• Teaching dimensions (especially student POV)
• Regional/social involvement (à THE Impact ranking)
• Knowledge exchange (beyond industry projects)
• Multidimensional approach 

Introduction
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Who watches the ranking agencies?

Introduction
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Impact of rankings on University management
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• Part of the academic discourse and „here to stay“ (E. Hazelkorn)
• International visibility and potential for marketing
• Highly visible for all stakeholder, policy and public
• Not suitable to assess academic performance
• Should not be used for evaluation purposes or strategic profiling

Impact of rankings on University management
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University of Vienna
• Very limited influence on strategic/leadership processes
• Can be useful as a initial assessment (e.g. to identify potential strategic 

partners), prior to a in-depths analysis 
• Subject rankings have more relevance than rankings of whole 

Universities 
• Only of interest: THE, QS, ARWU, Leiden
• Benchmarking with peers, Bibliometrics

Impact of rankings on University management
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University of Vienna
• Publication strategy (Affiliations, Nature/Science)
• Optimizing ranking results as good as possible
• Monitoring results and trends
• Exchange best-practices with other Universities
• Active PR-work/stakeholder information

Impact of rankings on University management
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How can Universities improve their ranking position?
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How can Universities improve their ranking position?
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Get more money!
e.g. Benito et al. 2019:
QS-Top-100 have twice as much budget as 
100-200 and triple of 201-300!



Directly influencing academic rankings:
• Provide “optimized” data (THE, QS)
• Submit “friendly” peer lists (QS-Ranking)
• Check your institutional affiliations (e.g. Scopus IPW)

How can Universities improve their ranking position?
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Indirectly influencing academic rankings:
• Strive to increase funding (public and third-party)
• Strive to improve framework conditions (policy level)
• Strategic profiling

How can Universities improve their ranking position?
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Strategic profiling:
• Strengthen fields with high potential to succeed
• High-calibre appointments from abroad (RES, INT, staff-student ratio)
• Publication strategy (affiliations, language, impact; RES)
• Attractive study programmes for students from abroad (INT, TEA)
• Foster internationalization and cooperative research (INT, RES)

How can Universities improve their ranking position?
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Strategic profiling:
• Merge! 

2018: 
Paris-Sorbonne 4: #196 (THE)
Marie Curie Univ. Paris: #123 (THE)
2019: 
Paris Sorbonne University: #73, THE

How can Universities improve their ranking position?
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Thank you for your attention! 
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THE Methodology
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ARWU Methodology
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