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Introduction

MICHELLE STACK

Rankings play an important role in guiding parents, students, policymakers,
and investors in engaging particular higher education institutions (HEIs) and
their programs, but the impact of university rankings goes far beyond univer-
sity campuses. Doctors learn how to be doctors, teachers how to be teachers,
and lawyers and judges to be lawyers and judges at HEIs. People support HEIs
in various ways — public and private — as volunteer research participants, as
patients at teaching hospitals, or through taxes that provide monies for research
and other grants that are impacted by rankings.

Saints, generals, and royalty — along with cars, toothbrushes, and ice cream -
are ranked. Our fascination with and use of rankings are not new. James McKeen
Cattell served as the president of both the American Psychological Associa-
tion and the American Eugenics Society. He also started a ranking of US uni-
versities in 1906 (Usher, 2015). Similar to today, most of the institutions he
deemed to be at the top were predominantly wealthy and white and began
to accrue large endowments through their participation in slavery (Wilder,
2013). However, corporate university rankings, which purport to be global, are
a relatively recent phenomenon. The Academic Ranking of World Universi-
ties (ARWU), also known as the Shanghai Ranking, began in 2003. The Times
Higher Education and Quacquarelli Symonds joined forces in 2004 to create the
QS-THE Ranking, but in 2009 the two separated and the Times Higher Edu-
cation World University Rankings and QS came into being as separate rank-
ings. The ARWU, QS, and THEWUR are often referred to as the “Big Three”
rankings and are frequently cited by government policymakers and industry
and university leaders. The Big Three also have a number of spinoff products,
including regional rankings, consulting services, and software aimed at help-
ing university leaders make hiring and other decisions that could improve an
institution’s ranking. In addition to the Big Three, there are approximately 150
national and specialty rankings and over 20 others that purport to be global
(Hazelkorn, 2015).
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The central objective of this book is to expand the conversation about what a
good and worthwhile education could be and to look beyond the argument that
rankings are here to stay. This book expands the critical literature on rankings
to consider questions of how knowledge is produced and shared and what this
means for who and what are seen as “world class” These are not technical ques-
tions but central to imagining futures that confront and challenge cognitive,
environmental, and social injustice.

Education is big business. The number of students travelling abroad to study
has increased by 50 per cent since 2000. Rankings play a central role in where
students go to study and therefore which universities benefit from the revenue
they bring (Lynch, 2014). The Chinese government has created the C9 League
and provided these institutions with US$1.86 billion to compete with US Ivy
League schools. Russia sets aside US$152 million for students to study in a top
200 world-ranked university, and India only partners with universities in the
top 500 for joint degree programs (Taylor et al., 2014).

Which students get selected for which programs and who teaches them are
affected by rankings. A recent study out of Stanford surveyed 100,000 high
school students (Challenge Success, 2018). It found that rankings play a signifi-
cant role in the decision-making of students and their parents. However, rank-
ings do not provide them with reliable information about well-being, student
learning, or future job satisfaction. Gallup-Purdués (2014) Index found that
students who had good experiences in higher education reported higher levels
of well-being and job satisfaction after graduation. Good experiences included
mentorship from professors, internships, projects that were engaging and lasted
over a number of terms, engaging professors, and extracurricular activities. The
authors found that students who attended highly selective schools did not have
higher levels of well-being, but those with higher student debt loads had lower
well-being.

The impact of rankings is not limited to student selection of university or the
metrics used to evaluate research. Their effects extend well into the global econ-
omy. Studies consistently point to the impacts that university rankings have on
trade (Cantwell, 2016), immigration policy (Ordorika & Lloyd, 2013), the flow
of graduate students, faculty hiring, and philanthropic and financial support
(Badat, 2010), tuition fees, and in some cases even university presidents’ salaries
(Yeung et al., 2019).

Muller (2017) argues university rankings are a form of rent-seeking in that
public higher education institutions redirect “social surplus toward private
actors (of various sorts)” (p. 59). Rent-seeking behaviour includes spending
resources on rankings or reallocation of resources to maximize the possibil-
ity of a high ranking without regard to whether this activity serves a larger
social value. Increasingly governments are moving away from block funding
of post-secondary education and instead requiring institutions to compete for
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resources with private and non-profit providers. The result is that many systems
provide more spaces for students to participate in higher education; however,
as Cantwell (2018) argues, this does not equate to more opportunities for all.

In HPS [high participation systems] two processes of social stratification are
brought together. Unequally ranked and valued students are matched with “appro-
priate” unequally valued educational opportunity and the unequal social outcomes
that follow. An imagined world of free choice and open possibilities is translated
into a real world of social allocation and life closure. (p. 27)

The efforts of the Chinese and Indian governments to move up in the rankings
appear to be working. At the same time, both countries have cracked down on
academic freedom (Scholars at Risk, 2019b). Countries with numerous top-
ranked universities including the United States (Scholars at Risk, 2019a) have
also been critiqued for infringing on academic freedom. This book questions
who decides what and who the university is for and what this means for society.

How much is known by policymakers, parents, students, and others about
the rankings that have become central to decision-making? Who should decide
what makes for a good education and if our educational institutions are meet-
ing our needs? How do rankings shape political cultures, and with what impli-
cations for democracy? I hope this book opens up conversations around these
questions.

This book came to fruition after twenty-two researchers from five continents
spent four days together in Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada, discussing
and debating the impacts that university rankings are having on student selec-
tion, research funding, and faculty hiring, and on HEIs" missions and market-
ing strategies. The authors in this collection address these and other important
questions.

The chapters are organized around three themes: The first theme touches
on geopolitics. The reader will note the use of the terms “Global North” and
“Global South” These concepts come with issues, but alternatives used thus
far raise significant problems - for example, the use of the term “develop-
ing countries,” which is essentializing and stigmatizing. Global North and
South are used by leading scholars in higher education and comparative
studies including Boaventura de Sousa Santos, Walter Mignolo, and other
critical and decolonial scholars. Speaking about the privileges of the Global
North is not to say that all Global North universities are privileged or highly
ranked. As an anonymous peer reviewer for this manuscript stated, “In the
context of global rankings, lesser known institutions/institutions with a
different mission to the elite universities are geographically in the north,
but metaphorically in the south” Indeed, universities which often serve
groups structurally excluded from top-ranked Global North universities are
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constructed as institutions focused on equity and devoid of excellence as con-
structed by elite, predominantly white and upper-class universities. The authors
in this book point to the need for an understanding of global rankings in differ-
ent contexts, across and within societies, and particularly how these differences
are mediated by the media in reinforcing top-ranked Global North universi-
ties as more desirable and of higher quality. The authors also demonstrate the
importance of understanding that the impacts of rankings are global but not
devoid of context-specific implications.

The second theme touches on questions associated with knowledge. The
three chapters in this part show how the business of rankings and journal
impact factors (IF) are connected and the impact this can have on the education
we receive and the research we use, directly or indirectly, to make decisions.

The third theme touches on the privileges that rankings enhance or reinforce
as well as the anxieties they provoke at the level of institutions and individu-
als. Contributors analyse the connections between mental health and rank-
ings and the influence of rankings on how institutions collect and use data for
decision-making.

The book’s concluding chapter synthesizes the main themes and offers sug-
gestions for a future research agenda that considers possibilities for expanding
conversations and policy alternatives beyond “rankings are here to stay.”

Theme 1: Geopolitics, Rankings, and Journal Impact Factors

Rankings are part of a global education industry (Verger et al., 2017), which a
major player in the industry, Holon IQ, estimates will be worth $10 trillion by
2030 (Holon IQ, 2020). Sadlak (2014) maintains that rankings allow prospec-
tive students, funders, and government to sort through a diverse and stratified
higher education sector. For others, the classification systems raise questions
about equity.

Mittelman’s (2017) research concludes that the focus on winners and losers
by many nations has resulted in the top-ranked HEIs in a country receiving
an annual average budget of approximately $2 billion, which is often money
redirected to them from HEIs who serve the majority of students. Schultz et
al. (2001) show that some Danish firms have very “sticky” reputations, which
means that even if they are not very profitable, they have a good reputation
and therefore are assumed to be profitable. They propose that “reputation is
not necessarily about actual economic performance but about perception and
interpretation of cues” (p. 37). Drawing on this work, Esposito and Stark (2019)
show that, regardless of changes in indicators used by rankers, Yale, Harvard,
Stanford, and Princeton will always be at the top due to this “stickiness” (p. 20).

Ranking critics also identify the circular logic of focusing on reputation
rather than on what is actually occurring within an institution (Bowman &
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Bastedo, 2011; Marginson, 2014). Such a circularity does not contribute to
improving teaching and learning. The Matthew effect (Merton, 1968) can set
in - leading to individuals or institutions receiving accolades based on social
capital while others, equally or more capable, continue to be ignored. Others
have argued that university leaders who use rankings for decision-making do
not have an adequate understanding of methodological issues related to rank-
ings (Hosier & Hoolash, 2017).

Higher education encompasses a wide range of institutions, with diverse aca-
demic and scholarly traditions. Some researchers have, therefore, critiqued the
logic of comparing universities with different missions and traditions within
the same ranking logic (Olcay & Bulu, 2017; Paradeise & Thoenig, 2013).
Small differences can have a significant quantitative impact on how an institu-
tion is ranked and, subsequently, on how it is funded (Fowles et al., 2016). In
other cases, some higher education institutions manipulate data in an attempt
to improve their ranking (Barnard, 2018; Bhattacharjee, 2011; Jaschik, 2018).
Temple University’s business program, for example, was ranked number 1 in
the US for four years in a row, but after an investigation by the Pennsylvania
attorney general and US Department of Education, the university admitted to
falsifying data for its business school and six of its other graduate programs
(Evans, 2019). Soon after the Temple scandal hit the papers, eight other colleges
admitted they had sent incorrect data to U.S. News ¢» World Report (Morse
etal., 2018).

The 2019 admission scandal that rocked the US school led Pulitzer Prize-
winning writer and University of Southern California (USC) professor Viet
Thanh Nguyen (2019) to conclude,

USC suffers from the same desire to climb the rankings as other schools, which
drives it to raise billions in a fundraising arms race. The rankings also reward
“selectivity;” which is why schools try to gain as many applicants as possible, know-
ing that they will reject most. No wonder parents are desperate enough about the
admissions system to reach for various forms of corruption: coaching (expensive),
bribery (even more expensive, and obviously illegal), and the ultimate power play,
the massive donation (the priciest, the most visible, the most lauded and therefore
the most acceptable form of corruption).

In 2006 an organization called the International Ranking Expert Group (IREG)
was formed and developed guidelines for rankings and to give the IREG stamp
of approval to rankings the group deems adequate. Rankers sit on the group,
which has led to concerns about its independence from the interest of rankers
(Taylor et al., 2014).

Three companies dominate the global university rankings. The “Big Three”
include the Times Higher Education World University Ranking, the QS World
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University Rankings, and the Academic Ranking of World Universities. They
also have numerous spinoff products (Stack, 2016), including a suite of rank-
ings (e.g., best student city, regional rankings) and software tools that promise
university administrators the ability to make tenure and promotion decisions
that align with metrics used by rankers (e.g., InCites).

The QS is particularly entrepreneurial, with its “QS intelligence unit” that
provides services to assist universities in improving based on QS metrics and
through an audit (for a fee) could receive up to 5 stars that can be used for
marketing. QS also provides assistance with setting strategic direction for an
institution, student recruitment, and external strategy.

The majority of the top-ten globally ranked institutions are located in south-
ern England, California, the Tri-State area (New York, New Jersey, Connecticut),
and nearby Massachusetts (Stack, 2019). Pusser and Marginson (2013) argue that
the rankings legitimate growing inequality and “reinforce both new and older
forms of power” (p. 563). Alfredo Garcia, dean of the School of Law at St. Thomas
University, refused to file data requested by U.S. News & World Report ranking
because of its deleterious impact, particularly on institutions with a focus on serv-
ing racialized and Indigenous students. Within the American context, PK-12
schools that serve predominantly minority students are under-resourced com-
pared to predominantly white schools. White students are often provided greater
resources through schooling to prepare for university admission and more often
have families that can support them financially. Rankings do not consider these
factors and penalize Minority-Serving Institutions, which may take students with
lower test scores and spend resources to support them to successful graduation, as
compared to predominantly white institutions (Richards et al., 2018).

The Big Three are also an important factor in the pressure many academ-
ics outside of the Anglo Global North experience to publish in English. Not
only is English necessary, but they also must focus on topics that Global North
journal editors will find relevant. This can take away from research that may
be particularly relevant to a national or regional context (Kehm, 2014; Teferra,
2017; Tilak, 2016).

In this section of the book, Marion Lloyd and Imanol Ordorikas chapter
focuses on the particularities of Latin America, whereas the second chapter by
Creso M. S4, Nadiia Kachynska, Emma Sabzalieva, and Magdalena Martinez
analyses the contrasting dynamics broadly in Central Asia, Central and East-
ern Europe, and Latin America. The former provides readers the opportunity
to zoom in and focus on one region, while the latter allows readers to zoom
out and look at Latin America in comparison to other regions which are also
under-represented in much of the literature on rankings. These comparisons
are consistent with the aim of the book to avoid reified conceptualizations of
rankings and their dynamics, as if they play out the same way everywhere. They
simply do not.
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Lloyd and Ordorika’s chapter engages key issues of who comes to be seen
as a knowledge producer and what comes to count as legitimate knowledge
to publish. They expand the theoretical debate around rankings by pointing
to broader struggles at play for cultural hegemony that require Latin America
and other regions in the Global South to play a game designed by the Global
North to maintain the latter’s privileged position in global markets and politics.
They point to how rankings influence government and institutional policies in
Europe, Asia, and Latin America and through doing so play a role in amplifying
inequity and exclusion.

Sa, Kachynska, Sabzalieva, and Martinez provide a much-needed compara-
tive analysis of rankings with a focus on institutions in Central Asia, Central
and Eastern Europe, and Latin America. They point to the marginal position of
these regions in the creation of global rankings; however, national rankings are
growing in these regions. Their chapter examines the similarities, differences,
and trends across jurisdictions within these areas.

In chapter 3, Riyad A. Shahjahan, Annabelle Estera, and Vivek Vellanki
remind us that rankings play out visually and spatially. They point to the central-
ity of rankers’ websites as key spaces of representation that reinforce how different
regions of the world are perceived. In their analysis of these websites, they found
that Global North countries were visually promoted as the most desirable.

Theme 2: Costs of Knowledge, Rankings, and
Journal Impact Factors

Global university rankings purport to offer a measure of research pro-
ductivity, which is measured predominantly by the number of research
articles produced by university members and captured largely by one of
two citation indexes: Elsevier’s Scopus databases and the Clarivate-owned
Web of Science (WoS) (Robertson & Olds, 2016). Vernon et al’s (2018)
study analysed thirteen rankings including indicators related to research.
It found that for nine of the rankings an average of 33.8 per cent was based
on peer-reviewed publications included in the Scopus database (owned by
Elsevier) or the WoS Core collection database. Recently, several countries
and universities have pulled out of contracts with Elsevier, and academ-
ics have signed a petition in regard to Elsevier’s monopolistic business
practices. Lariviere et al. (2015) analysed 45 million documents indexed
in the WoS from 1973 to 2013. They document a dramatic increase in the
influence of five publishers that they point to as forming an oligopoly of
academic publishing. In particular, they demonstrate the power of Elsevier,
Springer Nature, and Wiley-Blackwell, who together own 47 per cent of
academic papers, with Elsevier owning 25 per cent of the academic pub-
lishing marketplace.
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Elsevier also benefits from owning the Scopus citation index and CiteScore,
which is used to measure impact. When CiteScore is used, instead of Clarivate’s
impact factor, Elsevier’s biggest competitor (Springer Nature) goes down by
25-40 per cent; Elsevier journals go up in impact by 10-12 per cent (Tennant,
2018). The other database used by rankers is WoS, owned by Clarivate (previ-
ously Thomson Reuters). Gingras and Khelfaoui (2018) demonstrate that US
citations are overrepresented in WoS based on how this information is collected
(e.g., only collecting data in English). In sum, counting articles to determine
research productivity may appear a straight-ahead indicator; however, the pro-
cess is skewed. For example, Elsevier privileges journals it publishes within its
own citation index (Scopus), which is then used by rankers to determine the
research productivity of a university.

Nobel Prize winner Randy Schekman argues journal impact factors are doing
to academia what a bonus culture did to banking (Schekman, 2013). A focus on
journal IF encourages citation bartering, in which researchers within a friend-
ship network agree to cite each other. Work that is most likely to be published in
these top-ranked journals often reinforces the status quo and citation network.
What is lost is replication and less newsworthy scholarship (Gruber, 2014).

Higher education rankings draw on one of two citation databases — Scopus
and WoS, which have reinforced a citation monopoly. The result is that journal
IF and university rankings reinforce the power of monopolies to determine
what and who counts in higher education (Hall & Page, 2015).

Impact factors and university rankings have led to comparing diverse insti-
tutions based on the same scale and ranked accordingly. Paradoxically, rank-
ings and impact factors also “(over) differentiate entities by assigning a unique
position or ordinal value” (Bouchard, 2017, p. 958), even when differences are
statistically insignificant.

The academic publishing industry has gone through numerous mergers and
acquisitions (Kivinen & Hedman, 2008; Kivinen et al., 2017; Peters, 2019). Mor-
rison (2015) notes the impact that rankings, mergers, and acquisitions have on
the cost of knowledge and sharing knowledge with people who do not have
access to university libraries. Several authors have also pointed to how the con-
flation of wealth with the quality of education has led to greater inequity and
narrowing of knowledge (Gonzales & Waugaman, 2016). Smyth (2017) main-
tains that relationships and policies are being transformed “based on a league
table derived through some system of opaque bibliometrics” (p. 110). In the
same vein, Gingras (2016) argues,

It is astonishing that so many university presidents and managers lose all critical
sense and seem to take rankings at face value. Only a psychosociological analysis
of managers and administrators would explain the appeal of a grading system that
has no scientific basis. (p. 79)
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Gingras’s comprehensive work interconnecting rankings and impact factors
demonstrates the need to see rankings as part of larger societal forces at play,
including the push to increase revenue through market-driven internationaliza-
tion. How rankings impact faculty members’ labour conditions has remained
relatively marginalized. Some have argued that the pressure to publish in top-
ranked journals and the financial incentives offered to faculty to do so is a factor
in increasing incidents of plagiarism (Douglass, 2016). Zhang and Grieneisen
(2013) point to a dramatic increase in retractions that involve misconduct alle-
gations, from 55.8 per cent to 71.9 per cent over the period of 2007-10. Guraya
et al. (2016) argue that

an involuntary obsession to publish with the primary intention to obtain promo-
tions, high scientific rankings, and improved job security. This compelling pres-
sure to publish results in widespread publication of non-significant research with a
high index of plagiarism that eventually leads to an increased frequency of retrac-
tions. (p. 1562)

However, impact factors would not have the power they do without the accep-
tance of them by academics who are editors or who sit on hiring and tenure
committees (Casadevall & Fang, 2017).

Clearly, there are many factors at play, including that software tools have
made it easier to catch plagiarism online; however, concerns over the growing
demand for “fast” scholarship is a matter of concern. Still, some researchers
point to how rankings privilege the natural sciences and marginalize the social
sciences and humanities, which impacts the type of scholarship valued and
funded at institutional levels (Mustajoki, 2013; Zhou, 2014). Disciplines that see
books as the dominant form of scholarship (e.g., music) are at a disadvantage
because rankers privilege journal articles captured by Scopus or WoS citation
databases over books. Fast scholarship also encourages “me too” scholarship
and discourages new approaches that may require years of development with
few or no publications during this time (Alberts, 2013).

A fundamental assumption underpinning rankings is that their algorithms
are accurate and comprehensive. Rankings influence what knowledge is seen as
worthy of funding and what knowledge is cast as lacking in economic useful-
ness (Rieder et al., 2018). Ishikawa’s (2009) extensive scholarship on rankings
points to the colonial focus on English-language publications that excludes the
vast majority of the world’s scholarship. Boussebaa and Tienari (2019) argue
that this “Englishization” of scholarship homogenizes knowledge and rein-
forces hierarchies of knowledge based on colonial geopolitics. The illusion of
capturing knowledge from everywhere is interconnected with the increasing
role played by international organizations in educational policymaking. Reg-
ulative structures including trade agreements play a central role in not only
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governance but, as Zapp and Ramirez (2019) explain, also the “cognitive pro-
cesses in shaping the order of the global higher education field and the behav-
iour of its actors” (p. 477).

In this section of the book, Chuing Prudence Chou expands on her work
concerning the role of the rankings in pushing Taiwanese academics to publish
in English. She analyses the impact of rankings on two departments — ethnology
and education - at the National Chengchi University. She demonstrates how
rankings privilege journal articles over books, which were traditionally more
prized in Taiwan. What is left out of rankings can threaten the “epistemic viabil-
ity” of knowledge from local and national contexts. She points to the impact of
ranking metrics that privilege fast scholarship, decrease access to research for
local audiences, and entrench gender disparity.

Heather Morrison connects impact factors with university rankings and
provides an analysis of academic resistance to these metrics. She analyses the
Leiden Manifesto approach to providing a critique of impact factors and a way
forward that allows for the diversity of knowledge production and dissemina-
tion. As Morrison points out, the norm for historians is to write books; there-
fore, they can seem like a slovenly lot if one looks just at the number of articles
published. A physicist might have a low h-index (includes a scholar’s most-cited
papers and how many times they are cited in the published work of others) but
score high on Google Scholar. She argues that the issue is not only the collection
of data about research productivity but also how the data are analysed.

Ralf St. Clair is a dean of education at the University of Victoria in Brit-
ish Columbia. He contends that rankings privilege the Anglosphere. St. Clair
examines data around which institutions make it to the top and the impact of
universities in the Global South attempting to get into the rankings. He points
to the lack of attention to the values at play in determining who is world class.
Community and local concerns are absent, and the process of playing the rank-
ing game can further marginalize the already marginalized.

Theme 3: Influence of Rankings on Institutional and
Individual Well-Being

Cathy O’Neil (2017), in her book Weapons of Math Destruction, focuses on the
U.S. News & World Report rankings to demonstrate the problem of a few proxy
indicators (e.g., the ratio of faculty to students as a proxy for teaching quality)
becoming the standard for ranking universities. The result, she argues, is a “rep-
utational arms race”: rising tuition fees and often less funding for the students
who need it most. She points to how the proxy indicators developed by jour-
nalists tell us more about the modeller than about higher education. Modellers
for rankings such as U.S. News assume that Harvard, Stanford, Princeton, and
Yale are the best and then look at what makes them best - money and students
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with high SAT scores. Other issues such as equity, affordability, and ethics do
not play a role in this model of excellence. Instead, O’Neil argues, “As colleges
position themselves to move up the U.S. News charts, they manage their student
populations almost like an investment portfolio” (p. 61). A student might have
high grades but be poor; another might be an excellent athlete and rich but have
poor grades. In each case, the student brings assets and liabilities. Rankings are
mainly based on non-transparent, corporate proprietary algorithms for which
there is currently no regulation in terms of their creation, dissemination, or
use. Kauppi (2018) argues, “Companies like Google, Thomson Reuters, Elsevier
and Clarivate Analytics produce the raw material for the global governance of
higher education and research” (p. 1753).

The concept of rankings is not new. In seventeenth- and eighteenth-century
Harvard, the president ranked students based on the capital of their fathers,
and these rankings determined where students ate dinner and who lived where
(Pierce, 2010). At Oxford, the wealthiest were provided better places to live and
their own dining hall. They did not face a heavy workload or discipline of any
sort for bad behaviour (Wells, 2015). There was no attempt to create an illusion
that this ranking was based on academic merit.

Today, rankings appear more objective or rigorous. Highly ranked universi-
ties continue to be among the wealthiest HEIs, and their students are over-
whelmingly middle and upper class (Kivinen et al., 2017). Children who have
parents in the top 1 per cent of income earners are 77 per cent more likely to
attend an Ivy League university as compared to students in the bottom-income
quintile (Chetty et al., 2017). Top-ranked institutions increasingly reinforce
each other by stating in postings for faculty that applicants should be from a
top globally ranked, world-class institution or implicitly making the assump-
tion that applicants from top-ranked institutions are the most qualified (Smyth,
2017).

Education at a top-ranked institution does not provide a level playing field to
graduates. Those who come in with high levels of capital maintain their advan-
tage over those who come in with less (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). Today
university leaders frequently recognize the limitations of rankings while often
believing they have no choice but to participate (Athavale et al., 2017). Since
the late twentieth century, much of the higher education world dealt with sig-
nificant cuts in public funding and enrolment increases; these were paired
with government demands for universities to partner with industry to serve
the knowledge economy (Gopaul et al., 2016). Within this context, Mennicken
et al. (2018) argue that rankings make efforts to increase socio-economic and
racial diversity less critical than achievement in ranking metrics.

The Big Three privilege research over teaching, and therefore academics
who are seen as research productive garner incentives that those who excel in
teaching or other forms of community engagement do not, which can entrench
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gender disparities. Kwiek (2019), for example, found that young female aca-
demics spend 8.1 more hours on teaching per week than do men. Men garner
more research grants early in their career, which sets them up for more grants.
Due to structural discrimination (e.g., expectation of higher service and teach-
ing loads), females are less likely to garner this initial research grant success,
and this will affect them throughout their career.

Miguel Lim (2017) shows how higher education rankers become seen as
experts through events including the Times Higher Education Summit, where
university leaders have opportunities to learn how to improve their rankings.
Rankers frame problems in higher education and market their branding and
software products as solutions aimed at giving universities the information they
need to improve their rankings, including metrics to evaluate faculty based on
publication in high-impact English-speaking journals, industry funding, and
enhancing reputation through branding. Lim (2018) points to the different
business models used by rankers to sell products to different audiences. Already
prestigious institutions receive external legitimacy through rankings (Stensaker
etal., 2019).

Espeland et al. (2016) argue that “governing by numbers” has turned uni-
versities into “engines of anxiety” that impact organizational structures, those
selected to attend certain law schools, and professional opportunities. Locke
(2014) maintains that a focus on rankings can divert attention away from
improving education and towards an emphasis on spending time and money on
building reputations. Highly ranked universities hire based on research abili-
ties, not teaching (Altbach, 2012), which can result in teaching and learning
being devalued (Moosa, 2018). The focus on performative metrics such as the
h-index and rankings can lead to a focus on identity management that impacts
the academic’s sense of self, research questions, and relationships with peers
(Clarke & Knights, 2015; Gruber, 2014).

Esposito and Stark (2019) point to the need to move beyond arguing about
the objectivity of rankings to understanding that what makes them powerful is
not whether they are correct but whether they are seen as credible by readers
and their social networks (p. 10).

There are global trends, but it is important to remember differences within
and across contexts as well. Musselin (2009), for example, points to the different
roles of government in France, Germany, and the US. In Germany academics are
federal civil servants and pay for the most part is set by government. In France
professors are paid based on a national salary grid. Conversely, the US is market
driven and professors are paid “market price” based on what departments see as
similar pay. Compared to jurisdictions such as Germany, the US and China are
highly vertically stratified, and resources flow more freely to those institutions
at the top (Finkelstein & Jones, 2019). In this part of the book, Mayumi Ishikawa
expands on her pioneering scholarship concerning rankings. In her chapter,
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she provides an analysis of the power of university rankings not just on higher
education but on government policy and job prospects for Japanese graduates
as well. She explains that until recently faculty at Japanese universities were
trained in Japan, but there are new pressures for graduate students to become
part of the global elite structure of education to be competitive with those who
graduate from highly ranked universities. Graduates from “branded universi-
ties” can enjoy privileges over locally educated elites in increasingly globalized
labour markets.

Gary R.S. Barron points to the ways that universities change how they come
to know themselves by aligning the data they collect to that used by rankers,
but this is not all-encompassing. He shows how a university may collect data
aligned to become part of the “global ranking assemblage” but also maintain
data collection and analysis focused on local actors.

Nathan C. Hall explores an area in which there is a dearth of research - rankings
and mental health. He points to the extensive literature on the psychology of
university recruitment concerning rankings but a lack of empirical studies
looking at rankings pertaining to the mental health of students and faculty. He
proposes, based on his pilot data, that the well-being of staff and students is
related to the rankings of their respective universities. He argues that assessing
a university should include the quality of life, motivation, and emotional well-
being of faculty and graduate students.

Rankings permeate society. The question is who decides what to measure
and what do these decisions mean for how we deal with the “wicked problems”
(Rittel & Webber, 1973) of today and educate the next generations of leaders,
builders, health care professionals, researchers, artists, scholars, educators, and
scientists of tomorrow. The aim of this book is to facilitate public conversations
about the role of the rankings industry in framing what a good education is and
to imagine alternatives.
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THEME 1

Geopolitics, Rankings, and
Journal Impact Factors

The chapters in this section point to the ways in which global university rank-
ings interact with media, government rankings, and regional geopolitics. The
authors demonstrate the need to understand rankings as a global phenomenon
that requires a nuanced analysis regarding how rankings operate in different
locations. Marion Lloyd and Imanol Ordorika, for example, point to differences
within Latin America. The former president of Chile focused plans on provid-
ing free education at the higher education level and a more equitable system.
Conversely, the Ecuadoran government focused on funding a relatively small
number of students to attend top-fifty globally ranked universities. Creso M. S,
Nadiia Kachynska, Emma Sabzalieva, and Magdalena Martinez show how the
accepted symbol of rankings was used to implement an anti-corruption index
of higher education institutions in Kazakhstan with the intention of being seen
as a “world education space” Riyad A. Shahjahan, Annabelle Estera, and Vivek
Vellanki argue that rankings come to be normalized in different contexts not
merely through printed text but also through visuals that reinforce a colonial
geopolitics of knowledge. All three chapters address regions that are under-rep-
resented in critical literature on rankings. Studies therefore show that rankings
do not stand on their own but are part of wider policy and politics agendas, and
as such, they seek to shape higher education in different directions.
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1 International University Rankings as
Cultural Imperialism: Implications
for the Global South

MARION LLOYD AND IMANOL ORDORIKA

Introduction

When researchers in Shanghai unveiled the first international university rank-
ing in 2003, the news was met with little fanfare. Few could have foreseen that,
virtually overnight, the model would become a global phenomenon, shaping
higher education policy everywhere from Beijing to Budapest to Brasilia (Mar-
ginson, 2007; Ordorika & Lloyd, 2013). Fifteen years later, however, the rank-
ings are as influential as they are ubiquitous. At once mirroring and propagating
broader hegemonic trends, they have generated an enormous - and, we argue
in this chapter, highly problematic — impact on individual institutions and on
national higher education systems as a whole.

In developing the pioneering Academic Ranking of World Universities
(ARWU), researchers at Shanghai Jiao Tong University pursued primar-
ily domestic goals (Liu & Cheng, 2005). In 1998, then president Jiang Zemin
announced Project 985, which sought to create a system of “world-class” uni-
versities in China. As part of those efforts, the government set out to determine
how Chinese universities stacked up against the global standard-bearers, partic-
ularly those in the United States and Europe. The resulting ranking formed part
of a broader strategy to bolster scientific research and fuel economic growth in
the country. However, the model would soon be replicated far beyond national
borders, with major implications for institutions throughout the world.

In 2004, the Times Higher Education magazine supplement (THE) created its
own international ranking in conjunction with the British firm Quacquarelli
Symonds (QS). Then, in 2009, the two companies parted ways and began pro-
ducing rival rankings. Today, there are some twenty international league tables —
evidence of the growing demand for the systems in an increasingly globalized
and competitive higher education market (The Economist, 2018).

While national or regional tables have existed for several decades in the
English-speaking world (Turner, 2005; Webster, 1986), the impact of the
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international rankings - and ARWU, THE, and QS, in particular - has become
particularly significant in influencing policymakers in many countries. Despite
the considerable variations in their methodologies and results (both among
rankings and from year to year), the systems are portrayed as objective mea-
sures of the overall quality of universities (Lloyd et al., 2011; Marginson, 2012;
Ordorika & Lloyd, 2013). In practice, however, the rankings serve as Harvardo-
meters, measuring how closely institutions adhere to a sole model of higher
education - that of the elite, Anglo-Saxon research university, of which Harvard
is the premier example (Ordorika, 2011).

The rankings phenomenon has prompted a large body of research, a majority
of which focuses on the systems’ impact on policy (Ehrenberg, 2004; Dill, 2006;
Ordorika & Lloyd, 2013, 2015) and their methodological limitations and short-
comings (Florian, 2007; Ishikawa, 2009; Jaienski, 2009; Ordorika & Rodriguez,
2010; Van Raan, 2005; Ying & Jingao, 2009). There is also a growing literature
that analyses the rankings from a critical theoretical perspective; such studies
tend to focus on the role of the classification systems in replicating and further-
ing neo-liberal policy agendas within higher education (Hazelkorn, 2007, 2008;
Marginson 2012; Marginson & Ordorika, 2011; Pusser & Marginson, 2012).

In this chapter, we contribute to the theoretical debate over the international
university rankings by employing critical perspectives that view higher educa-
tion as a field of power (Bourdieu, 2008) and conflict (Ordorika, 2003). We dem-
onstrate how the hierarchical systems play a role in assigning value, in effect
endorsing certain aspects of universities (scientific production and prestige)
over others (their role in promoting more equitable and democratic societies).
The process, we argue, is a form of what Bourdieu and Wacquant (1999) have
termed “cultural imperialism,” in which particularisms resulting from a specitfic
national context are presented and imposed as universal standards.

Secondly, by providing examples from regions as disparate as Europe, Asia,
and Latin America, we show how the classification systems’ influence extends
far beyond educational policy arenas and across a wide range of cultural and
political contexts. Instead, we view the rankings as fundamental agents in the
broader contest for cultural hegemony on a global scale. The implications
of that struggle for hegemony are particularly significant for Latin America
and other parts of the so-called Global South, where institutions are forced to
compete on an uneven playing field while adhering to rules determined in the
Global North.

We begin by outlining our theoretical frame, which posits the rankings as key
tools in furthering the hegemony of the US-based model of higher education.
We then discuss the logic of the rankings, as both products of the new market-
driven, managerial culture in higher education and actors in its propagation
throughout the world. Next, we analyse the ways in which the systems foment
social exclusion and inequality and exacerbate North-South dichotomies
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through the imposition of an arbitrary set of norms (Bourdieu & Passeron,
1981), to the detriment of local and national priorities. Finally, we review the
impact of the rankings paradigm on government and institutional policies in
Europe, Asia, and Latin America.

By encouraging countries to emulate a sole, hegemonic model of institution,
the rankings ignore national and regional traditions in higher education while
undercutting local development priorities. In Latin America, for instance, the
systems do not account for institutions’ broader contributions to society as
“state-building universities,” a regional tradition that has no equivalent in the
English-speaking world (Ordorika & Pusser, 2007). Institutions that adhere to
this model are characterized by “autonomy, democracy and co-government,
the development of science and knowledge, academic freedom, and, above
all, the assumption on the part of the university of political responsibility for
nation-building and the defense of democracy” (Ordorika, 2018). With the
exception of research production, none of those attributes are measured by
the rankings.

Nor is the process value-neutral. The rankings promote a neo-liberal, market-
oriented logic, which views higher education as a competitive sphere (Mar-
ginson & Ordorika, 2011). Institutions must vie for access to funding (both
public and private) and students (who are increasingly seen as customers) in
order to survive in an increasingly fierce global market. Furthermore, in relying
almost exclusively on easily quantifiable data, the rankings assign greater value
to certain areas of university activities; for instance, they prioritize research
over teaching and the hard sciences over the humanities — hierarchies which
are largely arbitrary in nature.

Much more is at stake than national or institutional pride. In establishing a
single, hegemonic gold standard for higher education, the rankings have fuelled
a global “academic arms race” (Ehrenberg, 2004; Dill, 2006) among institutions
and nations. Countries as diverse as China, France, and Brazil (Huang, 2017;
Lloyd, 2017; Ordorika & Lloyd, 2013) have invested billions of dollars in remak-
ing their higher education systems, in a largely fruitless bid to catch up to the
global standard-bearers. In doing so, they have adopted, often uncritically, a
single notion of “excellence” (Readings, 1996); this concept, in turn, is deeply
infused with a specific set of cultural norms and priorities.

The process is a manifestation of what Bourdieu and Wacquant (1999) have
termed US-based “cultural imperialism,” which “rests on the power to univer-
salize particularisms linked to a singular historical tradition by causing them to
be misrecognized as such” (1999, p. 41). In this way, “numerous topics directly
issuing from the intellectual confrontations relating to the social particularity
of American society and of its universities have been imposed, in apparently
de-historicized form, upon the whole planet” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1999,
p. 41). Examples range from the now-ubiquitous merit-pay systems for university
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professors and researchers to the push to create “world-class universities” in
some of the world’s poorest regions.

An apparent irony of this process is the fact that the most influential
international rankings are produced outside the United States, in effect
inadvertently propagating US cultural hegemony throughout the world.
Meanwhile, in the US context, domestic rankings carry far more sway; in
recent years, more than a dozen universities have acknowledged inflating the
data they provide to the highly influential U.S. News & World Report rank-
ing to improve their standing in the competitive US market (Jaschek, 2018).
Nonetheless, the influence of the American model on the methodologies of
the international rankings is undeniable. The systems privilege indicators
that are characteristic of or even unique to the US context - for example, the
number of publications in English-language journals or the level of patent
production by universities.

Still, the rankings paradigm is facing significant resistance in many parts of
the world. Critics from Johannesburg to Mexico City are questioning the neu-
trality of the systems and their outsized role in dictating policy in areas ranging
from higher education to immigration (Ambrus, 2012). In the process, they
are challenging dominant cultural dogma, defined by Bourdieu and Wacquant
(1999) as “these commonplaces, in the Aristotelian sense of notions or theses
with which one argues, but about which one does not argue” (p. 42).

The debate reflects dual and often conflicting goals for tertiary education: on
the part of the government and industry, of creating a globalized workforce that
can compete in the knowledge economy, and social demands for more equi-
table and mass access to higher education as a mechanism for upward mobil-
ity (Labaree, 1997). The outcome of that contest is likely to have far-reaching
consequences in shaping the dominant cultural and economic paradigms of the
twenty-first century.

The Ideological Debate

More than three decades ago, Altbach (1987) identified five elements that
contribute to the competitive advantages of universities in the United States
and Europe (and Great Britain, in particular) vis-a-vis their counterparts in
the Global South. These are: the modern university as a Western tradition;
the dominance of the English language; the uneven distribution of research
capacities; the control over knowledge dissemination; and the “brain drain”
That model is even more relevant today in the context of globalization and the
“knowledge society” In both cases, universities are seen as playing a critical role
and thus are subjected to unprecedented scrutiny. However, as the dominance
of the US institutions in the international rankings reveals, the playing field is
far from even.
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By projecting the Anglo-Saxon model of the elite research institution as the
ideal to follow, the rankings effectively reward those institutions that most
closely adhere to a set of essentially arbitrary norms (Bourdieu & Passeron,
1981). An example is the preference given to publishing in English-language
journals, which favours not only English speakers but also researchers in the
hard sciences, given the greater number of journals (and thus citations) in
those fields. For instance, in Scopus, the database consulted by most of the
main rankings, 49 per cent of citations are of publications in the life sciences
and medicine, followed by the natural sciences (27 per cent) and engineering
and technology (17 per cent); meanwhile, the social sciences and humanities
represent just 6 per cent and 1 per cent of citations, respectively (QS, 2015).
In 2015, the QS ranking introduced a weighting system to correct for some
of those imbalances among research fields, but science-heavy institutions con-
tinue to have a competitive advantage (the top-ranked institution in 2020 was
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, MIT) (QS, 2020).

As a result, many governments have prioritized programs in the STEM fields
(science, technology, engineering, and math), whose scientific output is more
visible on a global scale. A key example is Brazil’s Scientific Mobility Program,
which spent $3.5 billion to send more than 100,000 STEM students to study
at top-ranked universities — a majority of them in the United States — between
2012 and 2017 (Caldeira, 2017).

Meanwhile, disciplines deemed less “profitable” in the global economy
are suffering from neglect. In 2015, twenty-six national universities in Japan
announced plans to close or scale back their humanities and social science fac-
ulties in order to “serve areas that better meet society’s needs” (Grove, 2015).
The move affected programs in nearly half the sixty national universities offer-
ing such courses.

Furthermore, the rankings have both highlighted and exacerbated the
inequalities among institutions and national systems (Marginson, 2016). For
instance, highly placed institutions are more likely to attract international
scholars and students, an indicator that in turn increases their standing in
the QS and THE rankings. The same is true in the case of government fund-
ing strategies. As we will show further on in this chapter, many governments
divert scarce funding towards their most highly ranked institutions, in a bid to
improve their standing, in turn bolstering the prestige of the country’s higher
education system on a regional or global level. The result is a manifestation of
the “Matthew effect,” in which the rules of the game tend to favour past winners,
further increasingly their power and prestige.

The competitive logic of the rankings is in turn a reflection of broader
neo-liberal policies, first championed by the United States and Britain in the
1980s and later adopted by governments throughout the world. These include
major reductions in government funding and the decline of the public sphere
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in general (Boggs, 1997; Pusser, 2012), which has been replaced by notions
of individual responsibility and what Slaughter and Leslie (1999) have termed
“academic capitalism.” Other changes include the new “audit culture” (Apple,
2007), flexibility and quality control, diminished institutional autonomy, and
increased emphasis on knowledge production and industry collaboration. The
emphasis on accountability has fuelled societal demands for access to informa-
tion in both the public and private spheres. As a result, universities have faced
growing pressure to develop instruments to measure, classify, and track their
performance in academic and administrative areas (Bolsegui & Fuguet, 2006;
Elliott, 2002; Power, 1997).

The new administrative logic has also weakened traditional academic hier-
archies and communities, while undermining collegial bodies and practices.
Other changes in recent decades include the massification of enrolments, the
indiscriminate dissemination of knowledge via the internet, and the incorpora-
tion of non-university institutions, particularly those operating for profit, into
broader higher education systems (Ordorika & Rodriguez, 2010). In that con-
text, rankings have introduced new, external measures of academic hierarchy.
The shift has profound implications, including a loss of autonomy for indi-
vidual institutions and higher education systems and a tendency towards the
homogenization of priorities and goals, at the expense of locally determined
agendas.

Proponents of the rankings argue that this shift is both necessary and desir-
able. In their view, it is in the interest of higher education institutions, govern-
ments, publishers, scientific communities, and other relevant actors to agree on
classification criteria that are based on common ideals and academic values in
order to compete in the global knowledge economy (Ordorika & Rodriguez,
2010). In reality, however, the ranking methodologies are steeped in the norms
and values of the dominant cultures. Central to those values is the cult of “meri-
tocracy,” in which outcomes are confused with intrinsic worth (whether on an
individual or institutional level), at the expense of equality and equity (Margin-
son, 2016).

Critics of the rankings, meanwhile, argue the need for culturally sensitive
approaches to evaluating the quality of institutions, ones that consider regional
and national higher education traditions. In Latin America, where scholars and
university rectors have criticized the influence of the rankings in shaping gov-
ernment policies (Final Declaration, 2012), there is a long tradition of “state-
building universities” (Ordorika & Pusser, 2007). While such institutions have
played a key role in designing government institutions, training government
workers, and tackling national problems, their contributions are not considered
in the rankings. An alternative in the US context is the Washington Monthly
ranking, which rates universities based on “what they do for the country”; indi-
cators include the percentage of low-income students and those enrolled in
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military training programs, as well as graduation rates for federal grant recipi-
ents (Washington Monthly, 2018).

The main international rankings also fuel the privatizing trend in higher
education worldwide, by rewarding attributes that are characteristic of the top
private institutions in the United States: high tuition and large endowments;
highly competitive selection processes, for both students and faculty; and a
heavy emphasis on research, ideally leading to industrial patents and other
profit-making ventures (Ordorika & Lloyd, 2013). It is no coincidence that only
one public institution - the University of California-Los Angeles — made it into
the top twenty spots in the 2021 edition of U.S. News ¢ World Report’s National
University Rankings, the grandfather of the national league tables (U.S. News,
2020). The same can be said for the majority of the international rankings;
almost without exception, they are dominated by private institutions or public
ones that charge far higher tuitions than their private counterparts in the devel-
oping world. For example, tuition (not counting room and board) at Berkeley
($14,300) and Oxford ($12,100) is more than twice that of the most expensive
private universities in Mexico (University of California, Berkeley, 2020; Oxford
University, 2020; Universia, 2020).

In some cases, the rankings have adopted an explicit stance in favour of pri-
vate higher education. When analysing the outcome of their 2012 ranking of
Latin American universities, the producers of QS cited the increasing presence
of private universities among the top spots as the key to Brazil's dominance in
the line-up. According to the company’s analysis:

Private investment in education seems to be the most reasonable way of increasing
the proportion of overall national income invested in education. Likewise, col-
laborations between the private sector and higher education institutions, as well
as the strengthening of connections between curriculum design and employers’
requirements, should be perceived as important tools for improving productivity
and creating more opportunities for enrolment in good quality tertiary education.
(QS, 2012)

It is a ringing — and largely misleading — endorsement of the market’s role in
higher education. QS overlooks the fact that two-thirds of enrolment in Brazil is
already concentrated in the private sector, much of it in poor-quality, for-profit
institutions, while the bulk of research continues to be conducted in the public
sector (Lloyd, 2013a). Furthermore, the company does not explain the discrep-
ancy between its results and those of the Brazilian government or the other
international rankings, in which the country’s public institutions consistently
occupy the top spots. For example, of the 179 graduate programs that earned
a top score in the government rating system in 2017, only 14 were located at
private universities (O Globo, 2017).
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By recommending still greater private investment in the country’s higher
education system, the ranking company is staking its ground in one of the most
critical debates facing the sector today: whether higher education constitutes
a public or a private good. The implications of that policy trend extend far
beyond higher education, encompassing the role of government and the state
in promoting collective societal goals.

The rankings’ methodologies also reflect an ideological shift within the
United States in the post-Fordist period, with the demise of the welfare state
and the introduction of individualistic and market-driven policies (Tauss,
2012). John Dewey’s once-prevalent view of education as serving to promote
upward mobility, democratic values, and social cohesion has been replaced by
a new “neoliberal common sense in education” (Torres, 2013), whose main role
is to fuel economic development by producing workers and technology for the
new knowledge economy. As a result, universities are encouraged to prioritize
research above other missions, such as teaching and outreach - a focus that is
in turn rewarded by the rankings.

In that context, many states and institutions face pressure to conform to the
US model, pushing them into conflict with their national and local priorities
(Pusser, 2012). Those governments that aspire to see their universities appear
among the top 100 in the international rankings must consider the economic
and social implications. Almost without exception, the most highly ranked
institutions are those with annual budgets exceeding $1 billion (Hazelkorn,
2008) and which derive at least part of their funding from private sources.

However, there is heated debate among academics and policymakers as to the
pertinence and cost of attempting to transform institutions in the Global South
into “world-class universities,” a term favoured by the Shanghai Ranking and
the World Bank (Salmi, 2009). As Altbach argued in 2003,

A realistic and objective perspective is needed when thinking about world-class
institutions of higher learning. For most countries, even large and relatively
wealthy ones, only one or two world-class universities are possible or even desira-
ble. For many countries, a world-class university is beyond the ability of the nation
to support. Research universities are at the pinnacle of a differentiated academic
system in a country — the rest of the system is just as important as its top. (p. 7)

Those arguments are even more relevant today, as a growing number of coun-
tries have set explicit goals for establishing world-class universities. Examples
include economic powerhouses like Germany and France, the emerging BRICS
countries (Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa), East Asian countries
such as Singapore, South Korea, and Taiwan, and even poorer countries such as
Vietnam, Ghana, and Nigeria (Andoh, 2017; The Economist, 2018). In justifying
channelling an ever-larger share of funding to a few leading institutions, many
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governments have cited their countries’ poor showing in the international
rankings - as if the classification tables were a goal unto themselves.

There are some exceptions, however. In Brazil, for instance, the left-leaning
governments of Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva (2003-10) and Dilma Rousseff (2011-
16) invested billions of dollars in a bid to increase both quality and equity across
the entire higher education system (Lloyd, 2017). While not the explicit goal,
those efforts helped cement the dominance of Brazilian institutions in the
regional rankings; Brazilian institutions occupied seven of the top ten spots
in the most recent Times Higher Education ranking for Latin America (Times
Higher Education [THE], 2020).

Cultural Imperialism and Hegemony

At the root of the rankings’ influence are their claims of objectivity. As previ-
ously mentioned, a majority relies heavily on internationally recognized mea-
sures of research production, such as the number of scholarly articles included
in the Web of Science or Elsevier’s Scopus databases. However, even those mea-
sures, which are clearly biased towards English-language publications, reflect
the hegemony of the US higher education model - and of its elite institutions in
particular. As Young (1990) argues in her defence of the “politics of difference,”
such “claims to impartiality feed cultural imperialism by allowing the particular
experience and perspective of privileged groups to parade as universal” (p. 10).

In addition to political clout, cultural imperialism yields considerable eco-
nomic rewards. By establishing themselves as the global standard-bearers,
the institutions benefit from increasing numbers of foreign students and
researchers; that trend, which has continued despite the Trump adminis-
tration’s anti-immigrant policies, in turn augments American institutions’
prestige internationally. During the 2018-19 academic year, the number of
foreign students attending US universities surpassed 1.1 million (Institute for
International Education, 2019). Of those, more than half came from China
(33.7 per cent) and India (18.4 per cent), emerging economies that have
pumped billions of dollars into revamping their higher education systems, in
part through training future academics and professionals in the world’s top-
ranked institutions.

In the case of China, the strategy is starting to pay off in terms of the increas-
ing flow of international students to the country; between 2011 and 2016, the
number of international students nearly doubled, from 292,000 to 443,000,
and the number of long-term students more than quadrupled, from 75,000 to
333,000, according to official government statistics (China Power, 2018). Yet
the US economy remains the biggest winner in the internationalization market;
foreign students contributed an estimated $41 billion to the US economy in
2018-19 (National Association for Student Affairs Professionals, 2019).
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However, it would be a mistake to interpret the adoption of the ranking para-
digm as an intentional strategy or imposition on the part of policymakers in
Washington or London. The process by which the systems have been normal-
ized and replicated throughout the world is actually much subtler and thus
harder to counteract. We argue that the hegemony of the rankings paradigm
derives primarily from its incorporation into the dominant discourses within
each society, through its adoption by government and university policymakers,
the media, and the public at large.

While some countries have adopted alternative institutional paradigms,
such as the Indigenous or intercultural universities created over the past two
decades in Canada, Mexico, Bolivia, Ecuador, and elsewhere, such institutions
remain the exception and face considerable hurdles. In Ecuador, for instance,
the government closed down the Amawtay Wasi Intercultural University for
Indigenous Peoples and Nations in 2013, arguing that it did not comply with
minimum accreditation standards. The university reopened in 2018 after
changing its status from a private to a public institution, bringing it under
greater government control and scrutiny (Confederacién de Nacionalidades
Indigenas de Ecuador, 2018).

In higher education, hegemony is established through the construction of
dominant views, as well as the framing of the field and its accepted discourses
and notions. This occurs in a complex interaction between formal and cultural
political processes and government and economic relations, both within insti-
tutions and in broader national and international contexts.

Institutions in the strongest countries exercise power by forming widespread
understandings of the nature and role of higher education, acceptable outcomes
and processes, and the prevailing standards and norms. They frame the field itself,
determining the conditions of interaction and the terms of competition. (Margin-
son & Ordorika, 2011 p. 82)

To the degree to which rankings inform government decisions about higher
education, they “serve as a key source of power and legitimacy in broader state
contests” (Pusser & Marginson, 2012, p. 98). At the same time, the rankings
adopt a “disciplinary role” towards institutions that fall outside the established
guidelines. This occurs through

encouraging institutions in those nations - despite differences in resources,
stage of development, national histories, traditions, languages, and cultures -
to adopt the template of the globally dominant universities that lead rank-
ings: comprehensive research-intensive institutions with selective admissions,
emphasizing science and technology and elite professional schools. (Pusser &
Marginson, 2012, p. 106)
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The choice of indicators, in turn, reflects the dominant values systems that
guide the US political and economic models. Bourdieu and Wacquant (1999)
describe the process by which US values are projected as global standard-bearers:

Thanks to a symbolic inversion based on the naturalization of the schemata of
neo-liberal thought, whose dominance has been imposed for some 20 years by the
relentless sniping of conservative think tanks and their allies in the political and
journalistic fields ... the refashioning of social relations and cultural practices in
advanced societies after the US pattern - founded on the pauperization of the state,
the commodification of public goods and the generalization of social insecurity —
is nowadays accepted with resignation as the inevitable outcome of the evolution
of nations, when it is not celebrated with a sheepish enthusiasm. (p. 42)

By adopting the criteria and results of the rankings, higher education insti-
tutions and government policymakers are affording them legitimacy, in turn
paving the way for their wider adoption by society at large. At the same time,
they are legitimizing their own value systems, in which certain aspects of a
university’s function — namely research production — are more highly prized
than others.

We further argue that the naturalization of the rankings discourse is an
example of symbolic violence, by which “the dominant apply to the relations of
domination categories constructed from the point of view of the dominators,
in that way making them appear natural” (Bourdieu, 2001, p. 50). Like hege-
mony, the concept of symbolic violence points to the role of peripheral nations
in adopting the rankings’ logic. Under that perspective, rather than helpless
victims of the “rankings game,” national policymakers are active participants
in accepting and reinforcing the US model of higher education. While govern-
ment and institutional policymakers in the Global South have expressed frus-
tration over the hegemonic influence of the rankings in international forums
(Ambrus, 2012), higher education policies in most of those countries continue
to reflect the influence of the rankings’ paradigm. Examples include merit-pay
systems for faculty and institutional funding mechanisms linked to scientific
output, which have been adopted by many Latin American countries in recent
years; such systems reward scientific output above teaching, in keeping with the
rankings’ methodologies (Lloyd, 2018c).

The motivation behind the Academic Ranking of World Universities serves
to illustrate this argument. While the ranking emerged in China, far from the
centre of US economic and political influence, its creators were inspired by a
desire to emulate the leading American universities. The campaign, which had
the backing of the Chinese government, reflects the increasing global competi-
tion for students and professors, as well as the growing importance of higher
education as an engine for economic development in the knowledge economy
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(Marginson & Ordorika, 2011). As we will see in the following section, the
new quest to create “world-class” universities, which in turn place highly in the
rankings, has important implications for national policies in many countries,
particularly those in the Global South.

Rankings and National Higher Education Policies

One key area in which the rankings have become contentious elements in the
struggle for cultural hegemony is in government policymaking. Countries such
as China, France, Russia, Brazil, Ecuador, and Peru are using the results of the
rankings as justification for implementing sweeping reforms to their higher
education systems, or to justify reforms that are already under way. In most
cases, the changes follow neo-liberal policy trends in the United States, includ-
ing a reduction in state funding for universities, and the adoption of accredita-
tion systems and incentives linked to research production. Many governments
are also using the results to condition access to study-abroad scholarships and
work visas — policies which have generated a backlash in some countries.

The Policy Debate in Europe

The rankings race has also had a major impact in regions with well-established
higher education systems, such as Europe. In France, a country with one of the
world’s oldest university traditions, the hierarchical systems have fuelled highly
controversial reforms. In February 2018, the French Parliament approved
changes to admissions policies for the country’s seventy public universities,
introducing an element of selection for the first time in more than 100 years.
Previously, all high school graduates who sat for the university entrance exam,
known as the baccalauréat, were guaranteed access to public higher education.
The policy is the most visible symbol of the country’s commitment to “educa-
tion for all,” which in turn represents one of the most important gains of the
French Revolution. However, the government has justified the changes, citing
dropout rates of 60 per cent, overcrowding, and the institutions’ poor showing
in the international rankings (Lloyd, 2018a). The new Law for Student Ori-
entation and Success sparked massive student protests starting in early 2018,
with dozens of universities or faculties partially blocked or occupied as of May
that year (The Local, 2018). Critics accuse the government of abandoning hard-
fought social gains in favour of pro-market policies (Lloyd, 2018a).

A key element driving the government decision was the fact that only one
French university finished in the top 100 in the 2018 THE ranking: Paris Sci-
ence and Letters was ranked seventy-second (THE, 2018). The university was
founded in 2010 by combining nine existing research centres and professional
schools in Paris. The move formed part of a government campaign dating back
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at least a decade to create world-class research universities by melding existing
institutions into larger entities and channelling millions of dollars into fund-
ing graduate research programs. Those efforts seemed to pay off, with three
French universities finishing in the top 100 in the 2020 THE ranking, while
Paris Science and Letters moved up to the forty-fifth spot, followed by the Sor-
bonne University (eightieth) and the Ecole Polytechnique (ninety-third) (THE,
2020b).

Similarly, in Russia, the government of President Vladimir Putin embarked
on an ambitious reform of the country’s higher education system starting in
2012, including through the merging of existing institutions and the closure
of others, in a bid to improve the system’s international reputation. Officials
announced plans to condition where students awarded study-abroad grants
could attend university, based on a list of 210 qualifying institutions. Other
strategies include investing in a select group of Russian universities and recruit-
ing top talent, in hopes of improving the institutions’ standing in the rankings
(Nemtsova, 2012).

Russia has also devised its own national and international university rank-
ings to counteract the influence of the international tables. The international
ranking, which was first conducted in 2017, does not take into account repu-
tational indicators, which Russian officials deem biased in favour of the most
well-known institutions (namely those in the United States and Britain). It also
assigns greater weight to teaching and student performance (as opposed to
research) and attempts to measure universities’ interaction with society. Another
key difference: the ranking gives priority to institutions in Japan, China, Brazil,
India, Iran, Turkey, and members of the Commonwealth of Independent States,
a confederation of ten post-Soviet republics (IREG Observatory on Academic
Ranking and Excellence, 2017; SI News, 2016).

In justifying the move in 2012, the Russian education minister, Andrei Fur-
senko, argued that the rankings are an “instrument of competitive battle and
influence” and thus should not be monopolized (Kishkovsky, 2012). A total of
thirteen Russian universities appeared in the top 200 of the inaugural Mos-
cow International University Ranking in 2017, compared with just one in the
ARWU ranking and none in the THE ranking (Academic Ranking of World
Universities, 2017; THE, 2017). However, the top five institutions were still the
traditional standard-bearers: Harvard, Massachusetts Institute of Technology,
Stanford, Yale, and Cambridge, in that order (IREG Observatory on Academic
Ranking and Excellence, 2017).

The new internationalization push, in particular, has sparked heated criti-
cism from within Russian academe, with faculty arguing that the country would
be better served by investing in its native talent. By 2016, the government was
forced to scale back the scope of the reforms due to resistance from affected
institutions. At the centre of the debate is lingering mistrust within the Russian
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establishment of Western - and in particular US - cultural dominance in the
post—-Cold War era.

The rankings have also fuelled policy changes in other key areas, such as
immigration. In Denmark, the government evaluates candidates for work visas
depending on whether they attended a highly ranked university. Applicants
whose alma mater was in the top 100 of the QS ranking receive 20 points (out
of a total of 130 points assigned to educational qualifications) — up from 15
points in 2012 (Rauhvargers, 2013; Workpermit.com, 2018). Meanwhile, those
who attended lower-ranked institutions receive fewer points, on a sliding scale.
The Netherlands uses a similar system in awarding special “orientation year”
permits, which allow holders of undergraduate or graduate degrees from top-
ranked universities to temporarily reside in the country while looking for work
(Expatica.com, 2020; Rauhvargers, 2013). Beneficiaries must have attended a
university ranked in the top 200 in any of the three main rankings or an accred-
ited Dutch institution.

The “World-Class” Movement in Asia

Another region where the rankings are shaping higher education policy is East
and Southeast Asia. In recent years, the governments of China, Japan, India,
Taiwan, Malaysia, Singapore, and Vietnam, among others, have announced
campaigns to create “world-class” universities, in a clear nod to the rankings
paradigm. In some cases, such as Malaysia, government officials have made
explicit references to the systems in justifying diverting an ever-greater share
of government funding to a select group of institutions. What Marginson
(2011) has termed the Confucian model of higher education in East Asia -
heavy (sometimes authoritarian) state control and highly competitive admis-
sions processes based on a unified national test — has enabled governments in
the region to enact sweeping reforms with little resistance from the academic
community.

Within this group, the Chinese campaign is by far the most ambitious in
terms of scope and investment. In 2017, Beijing officials announced the goal
of establishing ten “world-class” universities by 2020 and sixteen top institu-
tions by 2030. Already, some eleven provincial universities have raised close to
$6.4 billion towards the project (Peoples Daily Online, 2017).

The country first announced the goal of developing “world-class” universities
in 1995, through its 211 Project involving the top 100 universities. The number
of targeted universities was reduced to forty in 1995 under Project 985. Since
then, the country’s higher education system has both expanded and become
increasingly stratified along regional and socio-economic lines (Morgan & Wu,
2014). This is partly due to the increasing cost of attending the leading univer-
sities. Tuition fees, which were nonexistent prior to the 1980s, have more than
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doubled since 2000, from around $800 per year to between $2,000 and $4,000 in
2014 (Morgan & Wu, 2014). However, government efforts to address inequality
by establishing quotas for poor, rural students starting in 2016 have met with
fierce resistance from families in urban centres (Huifeng, 2016).

The Dispute in Latin America

The rankings have had an even more polarizing impact in Latin America, due
to the region’s long tradition of free, public higher education and resistance to
US imperialism (political, economic, and military, as well as cultural) (Ordor-
ika, 2018). The conflict has played out in the rankings” explicit or implicit pref-
erence for private universities, which has in turn fuelled calls for increasing
private investment in the sector in countries such as Mexico and Colombia.
Although initially the top-ranked universities in Latin America were virtu-
ally all public, private universities have fared well in the new regional rank-
ings; in the 2020 THE Latin America ranking, the private Pontifical Catholic
University of Chile topped the list, while the private Monterrey Institute for
Technology and Higher Education in Mexico (ranked fourth) surpassed the
National Autonomous University of Mexico (seventeenth), which for years was
the region’s top-ranked institution (THE, 2020a). The shift reflects the grow-
ing weight within the rankings’ methodologies of reputational surveys and the
degree of internationalization - indicators that favour well-endowed private
institutions.

Meanwhile, the rankings do not measure the institutions’ role as “state-
building” institutions (Ordorika & Pusser, 2007) - a contribution that is dif-
ficult, if not impossible, to quantify. In Latin America, public universities, in
particular, have played a key role in the economic and social development of
their respective nations: by training a majority of the professional workforce,
designing state institutions, tackling pressing development problems, and pro-
viding a wide array of community service and cultural programs (Ordorika &
Pusser, 2007). That model took root a century ago, as a result of the 1918 Cér-
doba Reform movement in Argentina, triggering similar student-led move-
ments as far north as Mexico. The result was a distinctive Latina American
model of higher education, infused with the principles of autonomy, democ-
racy, and “an active institutional compromise [sic] with social progress” (Aro-
cena & Sutz, 2005, p. 581).

However, the “state-building” tradition has come under increasing attack
in recent years. Governments throughout Latin America have seized on the
region’s relatively poor showing in the international tables — with just half a
dozen universities listed in the top 500 - to justify implementing or accelerating
neo-liberal reforms to their higher education systems. This is true even in the
case of self-declared leftist governments, such as those in place in Ecuador and
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Peru during the second decade of the twenty-first century; both countries have
recently pushed through controversial higher education laws, arguing the need
to make their institutions more competitive on a global level.

In the case of Ecuador, legislation passed in 2010 required all university pro-
fessors to hold PhDs within a decade, despite the fact that at the time only one
university in the country offered doctoral degrees (Lloyd, 2010). The law also
created a new academic accrediting agency and increased federal control over the
university system. Critics accused then president Rafael Correa, who holds a PhD
in economics from the University of Illinois, of uncritically mimicking US poli-
cies while failing to take into account local realities and priorities (Lloyd, 2010).

Similarly, in 2013, the Peruvian Congress approved a controversial set of
reforms to the higher education law, including mandatory accreditation of
all universities and programs, the creation of a new federal agency to oversee
higher education, and a moratorium on the creation of new universities until
new quality controls were in place (Lloyd, 2013b). Opponents, including the
National Rectors Assembly and the Federation of Peruvian Students, accused
the government of seeking to undermine hard-fought university autonomy
under the guise of quality assurance.

Governments in many Latin American countries are also using the rankings
to determine where students can study abroad on government grants. Those
policies are particularly significant in the case of Brazil, Chile, and Ecuador,
which have sent record numbers of students overseas over the past decade in
a bid to increase their countries’ research capacity. However, critics note that
by restricting students to the top-ranked institutions — a majority of which are
in the United States — governments are unnecessarily raising the costs of such
programs. For example, the Ecuadoran government announced plans in 2012
to spend up to $250,000 per student for the first 2,000 applicants admitted to
universities ranked among the top 50 (Associated Press, 2012), far more than
the cost of a comparable degree in Europe. In Brazil, meanwhile, a financial
and political crisis prompted the government to end the Science Mobility Pro-
gram in 2017. The program had already come under fire for its exorbitant costs,
which included millions of dollars spent on English-language courses at foreign
universities, to prepare students to undergo studies in the United States and
Britain. Like such exchange programs in many countries, Brazil had also con-
ditioned which universities students could attend based on their standing in the
main international rankings.

Resistance to the Rankings
The role of the rankings in dictating government policies has not gone uncon-

tested. In May 2012, dozens of university rectors from throughout Latin Amer-
ica, higher education experts, and representatives from the ranking institutions
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convened in Mexico City for the conference “Latin American Universities and
the International Rankings: Impact, Scope, and Limits” Many of the conference
participants voiced concerns over the systems’ outsized influence in determin-
ing government policies.

Many of their arguments were outlined in the conference’s Final Declara-
tion,' a ten-page critical analysis of the ranking paradigm and its impact on
Latin America:

The bias toward the Anglo-Saxon research university model does not permit uni-
versities in the region to compete on an even footing with their counterparts in
more economically developed nations ... The result is a bias against the universities
in Latin America and their scientific publications. Finally, there are enormous dif-
ferences in the amount of investment in higher education and scientific research in
different countries, which is the single most important element in determining the
presence of institutions in the rankings. (Final Declaration 2012, p. 4)

The document reiterated concerns voiced at previous international forums,
in which Latin America has occupied a central role. They include the IV Meet-
ing of University Networks and Councils of Chancellors in Buenos Aires,
Argentina, in April 2011, which was sponsored by IESALC, UNESCO’s higher
education institute for Latin America; and the UNESCO Global Forum on
Rankings and Accountability in Higher Education: Uses and Misuses, held in
Paris, which drew together more than 250 delegates from sixty-eight countries.

There are examples of a counter trend in Latin America, where governments
are seeking to expand access to higher education for underprivileged groups.
In 2015, then Chilean president Michelle Bachelet announced plans to provide
free higher education for the poorest 40 per cent of students, ending decades
in which the country had among the most expensive higher education systems
in the world. Bachelet was responding to massive demonstrations from 2011 to
2014, which finally brought down her predecessor, the conservative Sebastian
Pifiera (Lloyd, 2018b).

Similarly, over the past seventeen years, Brazil has implemented the most
sweeping affirmative action policies in the Western hemisphere for Afro-
Brazilian and low-income students. Those efforts culminated with the fed-
eral Quota Law passed in 2012, requiring the country’s sixty-three federal
universities — which tend to be among the country’s top institutions of higher
education - to reserve half of all their spots for graduates of public high
schools and Afro-Brazilians by 2017. The law sparked widespread opposi-
tion, with critics warning that it would negatively impact the academic level
of the institutions, not to mention their place in the rankings. The policies
reflect competing views of the role of higher education institutions in the
twenty-first century, particularly within the Global South.
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After just a decade, or several in the US context, the rankings have established
themselves as a new sort of gatekeeper of higher education, a form of bureau-
cratic certification that has become the norm in both the private and public
sectors (Post et al., 2013). This widespread adoption of international rankings
has occurred through a complex process of consensual and, at the same time,
reluctant acquiescence. So entrenched is the paradigm that governments from
around the world, and across the political spectrum, have seized on their uni-
versities relatively weak showing in the rankings to justify bold higher educa-
tion reforms. These include such upcoming economic powerhouses as Brazil,
Russia, India, and China, which, despite challenging US hegemony, have inter-
nalized many of the dominant cultural messages implicit in the US-led neo-
liberal project. Those envision higher education as a competitive marketplace,
with a sole dominant model to which all institutions should aspire.

There is also considerable opposition to the ranking paradigm in virtually
every region of the world. In Africa, a case not discussed in this chapter, critics
are questioning the logic of pursuing the “world-class” university model, given
serious material and human resources constraints. However, those critiques
often fall on unresponsive ears amid the persistent drumbeat of the hegemonic
discourse.

In this chapter, we have analysed the debate over rankings as a reflection of the
underlying power dynamics in higher education, which we view as a highly con-
tested and competitive field. We have also shown how the hierarchical systems
serve as agents of what Bourdieu and Wacquant (1999) call US-based “cultural
imperialism”” Legitimized and propagated by international policymakers and the
media, the rankings impose a set of largely arbitrary norms, conceived in a spe-
cific cultural context, as universal standards to be adopted on a global scale. The
process is a form of symbolic violence, in which the subordinate actors adopt and
internalize the world view of the dominant players (in this case, the neo-liberal
policy agenda) as natural and unavoidable (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1999).

As we have shown, the internalization of this neo-liberal logic has far-
reaching consequences for institutions and governments, particularly in Latin
America and other developing regions. By encouraging governments and insti-
tutions to divert funding to a select group of institutions, in a bid to compete
in the “rankings race,” the model further exacerbates inequalities in developing
nations and the world at large. Marginson (2016) sums up the impact of the
competitive logic ingrained in the US-led model of higher education:

The shape of higher education systems is being “stretched” vertically - the uni-
versity hierarchy is getting steeper. Worldwide there is the ever-growing emphasis
on “world-class universities” Every nation, it seems, now wants its own version
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of the American science multiversity, the kind of institution that figures in global
rankings, but is less concerned with achieving Nordic quality in broadly accessible
forms of higher education.

Such trends form part of broader changes under way on an international
scale. Decades of neo-liberal reforms coupled with the forces of globalization
have led to greater levels of inequality in most countries (Picketty, 2014). Mean-
while, in higher education, the neo-liberal logic can be viewed in the erosion
of the Nordic commitment to social equality and the demise of the concepts
of “education for all” in France and the “state-building” universities in Latin
America.

The emergence of the international rankings nearly two decades ago has
accelerated those trends by reinforcing the “meritocratic” discourse in higher
education, at the expense of the goals of equity and social justice. Finally, the
hegemonic logic behind the rankings has perhaps the greatest impact on the
countries who can afford it the least.

NOTE

1 The English version of the Final Declaration is available online at http://www
.encuentro-rankings.unam.mx/Documentos/Final-declaration-english.pdf.
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Introduction

Rankings of universities have become a truly globalized phenomenon and have
undeniably become part of the worldwide higher education discourse. Today,
many countries have national rankings of one kind or another devised by news-
papers and magazines or initiated by ministries of education, grant councils or
accreditation agencies, university associations, or other organizations (Salmi &
Saroyan, 2007). National university rankings serve many purposes and interests
for a range of stakeholders: they provide easily interpretable information on
the standing of universities, they are expected to contribute to the definition
of quality, they are intended to stimulate competition and encourage change in
organizational strategies, and they provide some of the rationale for the alloca-
tion of funds (Marginson, 2007; Sadlak et al., 2008; Stolz et al., 2010).
Increasing interest in university rankings has also been reflected in a growing
range of academic literature devoted to the topic. University rankings have been
examined from methodological, technical, and conceptual perspectives, often
from a critical standpoint. Scholars have questioned the shortcomings of rank-
ings, mainly owing to their combination of indicators, the weightings assigned
to each indicator, statistical methodology, and stakeholders’ interests (Longden,
2011; Lukman et al., 2010). Many studies have criticized rankings for their dis-
proportionate focus on English-language research published in indexed jour-
nals. This downplays the wider mission of higher education by overlooking
considerations such as teaching quality, student experience, and community
relations (Amsler & Bolsmann, 2012; Harvey, 2008; Pusser & Marginson, 2013).
Despite these limitations, some argue that university league tables will likely
diffuse further in both national and global contexts (Hazelkorn, 2015; Teichler,
2011). While the emergence of national university rankings can be seen as an
irreversible process, diverse local circumstances and approaches to higher edu-
cation reforms have brought the meaning of university rankings into question
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across different contexts. Unlike their counterparts in the Anglosphere and East
Asia, countries in Central Asia, Central and Eastern Europe, and Latin America
have not been central to the constitution of global rankings. Yet the idea of
national university rankings is being advanced across these three regions, and
the approaches that are unfolding also reflect the countries’ historical develop-
ments and pre-existing institutional formations and norms. In response, the
purpose of this chapter is to examine and compare the emergence of national
university rankings in these three regions. The chapter identifies trends across
jurisdictions in Central Asia, Central and Eastern Europe, and Latin America
and discusses the implications of the unfolding national approaches to univer-
sity rankings there.

The Uses of Rankings in Higher Education

In many market-oriented higher education systems, university rankings have
emerged to define and communicate the relative standing of universities in a
more compelling fashion than policy reports or scholarly analyses. National
rankings have a long-standing tradition in the United States, where universities
have been ranked since the early twentieth century (Geiger, 1993). The estab-
lishment of the Carnegie Foundation’s classification in 1973 and that of the U.S.
News & World Report in 1983 laid the foundation for contemporary ranking
systems that are now seen not just in the United States but around the world.
Their popularity was grounded on their perceived contribution as independent
evaluation mechanisms that quantitatively compared university achievements
and performance. Visually presented in the simple form of league tables, rank-
ings are easy to understand and quick to recall (Hazelkorn, 2014).

As rankings provide information on the relative performance of universities,
they have been used as a policy instrument to change universities’ behaviour in
terms of quality assurance and research performance (Espeland & Sauder, 2016;
Hazelkorn, 2014). However, in practice, universities have been found to engage
in dubious behaviour to adapt to ranking metrics and invest in activities affect-
ing their ranking positions rather than improving student learning experiences
(Westerheijden et al., 2011). Rankings may be used symbolically by universi-
ties to signal their high academic aspirations and the pursuit of international
quality standards. Universities may use their position in rankings to legitimize
themselves domestically or internationally (Ramirez, 2010).

Rankings have also induced competition among universities, creating com-
petitive behaviour among universities at national, regional, and global levels.
This is achieved by combining four operations: a zero-sum comparison of
institutional performance, quantification, visualization, and frequent publica-
tion (Werron & Ringel, 2017). Thus, world university rankings have been seen
as a symbolic tool of constructing the perceived global competition among
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universities and transmitting academic quality norms into national contexts
(Altbach, 2012; Marginson & van der Wende, 2007; Rust & Kim, 2015).

More broadly, rankings serve political agendas within the contexts they orig-
inate in. While global rankings are generated by non-state actors, they have a
remarkably close relationship to particular states’ agendas (Pusser & Margin-
son, 2013). For instance, the first world university ranking published by the
Center for World-Class Universities at Shanghai Jiao Tong University in 2003
was motivated by the threefold national interest of the Chinese government:
establishing the position of Chinese universities in the world, measuring the
gap with the success of leading research universities in the United States, and
identifying strategies to develop Chinese higher education institutions into
“world-class” universities (Jons & Hoyler, 2013).

Regardless of their putative goals, global ranking systems invariably reward
and reinforce a particular university model rooted in the Anglo-European
tradition. Mapping the locations of the top 500 universities in both Shanghai
and THE-QS rankings in 2009, Jéns and Hoyler (2013) identified four major
regional clusters of universities that score highly on ranking performance indi-
cators: North America, Western Europe, East Asia, and Australia. They found
that other regions have few universities in the rankings or none at all. This
includes the thousands of universities located in Central Asia, Central and
Eastern Europe, and Latin America, making them effectively invisible on the
world ranking map. These findings reflect the uneven representation of differ-
ent cultural contexts in world university rankings and show a strong association
between global economic asymmetries and ranking outcomes (Jons & Hoyler,
2013, p. 49).

Given the diversity of higher education systems around the world, national
rankings might reasonably be expected to reflect the unique purposes and goals
of different states. However, many national rankings measure institutional
resources, faculty research productivity, and academic reputation in much the
same way as global rankings (Hazelkorn, 2014). Below, we examine the uses
of national rankings in Central Asia, Central and Eastern Europe, and Latin
America, considering both the influence of broad global trends and the contex-
tual features of higher education in each region.

University Rankings in Central Asia

A region that has been under-researched and under-represented in higher edu-
cation studies, Central Asia - comprising the five states of Kazakhstan (pop-
ulation 18 million), the Kyrgyz Republic (6 million), Tajikistan (9 million),
Turkmenistan (6 million), and Uzbekistan (32 million) - is deserving of much
greater attention not only for historic and geopolitical reasons, but also as some
of the newest countries in the world. Building nations out of the rubble of the
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collapsed Soviet Union in the 1990s, Central Asian states are grappling with
intensely globalized and globalizing ideas about higher education. Higher edu-
cation in the region has been influenced by what is known in translation from
Russian as the “world education space” - sometimes also called the global edu-
cation space (Avshenyuk, 2014). This concept incorporates seemingly global
norms in higher education, including the European Union-led Bologna Pro-
cess, the idea of an American-style model of research university, and aspirations
to be the “next Singapore” (or other recently successful country).

Despite their recent status as independent countries, these states are also
well-established, with institutions, values, and bureaucracies brought forward
from their recent histories. Their pre-Soviet histories are also re-emerging,
being rediscovered and reimagined. The region has rich traditions of education
and discovery: nomadic cultures of learning and trade with multiple societies
pre-date by some centuries the formalized Islamic education for which parts of
the region became renowned as “centres of academic excellence” (Frankopan,
2015, p. 97). Soviet rule saw the construction of the region’s first European-
style universities from the 1920s (Krasheninnikov & Nechaev, 1990; Reeves,
2005), creating and rapidly expanding a formalized higher education system.
By the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991, a total of 129 higher education institu-
tions (HEIs) were operating across the five republics, with participation rates
at around 15-20 per cent of the age cohort (Platonova, 2018). While the com-
munist ideology on which the higher education system had rested did not sur-
vive, the structural and normative legacies of this period are immense and can
still be felt in the region today, nearly thirty years after the five states gained
independence.

Given the relative permeability of Central Asia’s higher education systems to
the idea of the world education space, it is unsurprising to see recent growth in
the number of national rankings. Three broad trends can be identified in the
way national rankings in Central Asia are unfolding.

The most significant trend is that the rankings tools that currently exist in the
region are all state-run and state-financed. Although private higher education
has flourished in some parts of Central Asia — 35 per cent of Kyrgyz HEIs and
50 per cent of Kazakh HEIs (Ministry of Education and Science, Republic of
Kazakhstan, 2017; National Statistics Committee of the Kyrgyz Republic, n.d.)
are privately operated, for example — management and governance of higher
education remain primarily the domain of the state. State agencies have been
mandated to set up rankings to support the achievement of broader educa-
tion policy goals, as is seen clearly in the case of Kazakhstan. As the wealthiest
state in the region, it is also a pacesetter among Central Asian states for its
maximal deployment of rankings, which it uses well beyond higher education.
This is indicative of the general thrust of development across all policy spheres
in the country as it seeks to find a place alongside the world’s top economies
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(Nazarbayev, 2014). This includes the goal of uplifting two Kazakh HEIs to
“the world’s best university rankings” (Ministry of Education and Science of the
Republic of Kazakhstan, 2010, p. 48).

In this search for global competitiveness, Kazakhstan has developed national
rankings for HEIs over the last decade. Since 2014, rankings have been run
by the Independent Agency for Accreditation and Rating (IAAR), created as
a non-profit organization (Independent Agency for Accreditation and Rat-
ing [IAAR], 2018). While the organizational status may appear to be separate,
IAAR began life as part of the Ministry of Education and Science (Kalanova,
2008) and may be viewed in its current iteration as an arm’s-length body that
receives funding from the government but is officially independent. The IAAR
2018 ranking covers multi-faculty universities as well as smaller specialist HEIs
with one of the following profiles: technical, humanities/social sciences, medi-
cal, teacher training, and the arts. In the Kazakh national ranking, each HEI was
assessed on five criteria: institutional and individual course accreditation,' con-
centration of talented students and faculty (e.g., number of national university
teaching awards), academic mobility, graduate employability, and publications
(IAAR, 2018). These factors are common in global ranking methodologies and
are closely aligned with the methods used by QS in its World University Rank-
ings (Agachi, 2017).

In smaller neighbouring Kyrgyz Republic, where there are around fifty
HEISs, a national ranking has to date been compiled directly by the Ministry
of Education and Science. In an early iteration in 2016, the ministry issued a
ranking of state-funded HEIs that used six different assessment mechanisms:
collaboration with employers, research and innovation, international integra-
tion, educational activity (e.g., faculty qualification levels, whether programs
are accredited by international agencies), resources and communications (e.g.,
ICT infrastructure), and social/community development (Sputnik, 2016). By
2018, the ministry had developed an alternative method, organizing a seminar
for HEIs to inform them about the new opt-in ranking (Ministry of Education
and Science, Kyrgyz Republic, 2018). Interestingly, this new ranking has been
outsourced to Kazakhstan’s IAAR and uses an identical methodology to that
described above.

Until recently largely closed off to the outside world, higher education in
Uzbekistan is rapidly transforming under the leadership of President Shavkat
Mirziyoyev, who took power at the end of 2016. The country’s first national HEI
rankings were issued in 2018 after initially being announced in 2013 (Sabza-
lieva, 2018b). They were organized by the State Inspection for Education Qual-
ity, which is part of the Cabinet of Ministers and the Ministry of Higher and
Vocational Education. As with early rankings in the Kyrgyz Republic, the Uzbek
ranking is also limited to the country’s state-funded HEIs, of which there were
fifty-seven at the time of the ranking. Twenty-three indicators were used to
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compose the ranking, covering everything from learning outcomes and fac-
ulty composition to classroom and ICT resources. The country’s international
branch campus HEIs* were not included in the ranking; additionally, there were
no Uzbek-run or Uzbek-owned private HEIs in the country.

However, the nascent rankings scene in Uzbekistan took a blow weeks after
they were released when the country’s Ministry of Justice demanded that the
rankings be annulled (Sabzalieva, 2018c). At the time of writing this chapter,
it was not clear whether the rankings would be officially withdrawn or would
undergo a review. While the case remains unresolved, it further indicates
the importance of rankings as a national policy tool. This is shown not only
through the Ministry of Justice’s interest in the details of the ranking, but also
in its reference to the work of international ranking bodies® and international
principles on rankings.*

While the Kyrgyz Republic and Uzbekistan appear to be at an early stage
of developing national higher education rankings, Kazakhstan has applied the
principles of ranking to other aspects of higher education. This is a second trend
identified in the use of national rankings in Central Asia: the use of policy tools
that generate rankable data that go beyond comparing institutional quality. In
2018, for example, the State Service and Anti-Corruption Agency announced
that it was developing a national corruption index of HEIs (Sabzalieva, 2018a).
This has been trialled at Al-Farabi Kazakh National University, the country’s
leading university, with the publication of a departmental anti-corruption rank-
ing. The exact methodology for determining the extent of corruption in each
department has not been made public, but it has involved surveys of faculty and
students on factors such as professional values and transparency.

Corruption is a deeply embedded legacy in former Soviet systems of higher
education, and in many countries it has remained widespread since the eco-
nomic crisis that followed the collapse of the Soviet Union (Oka, 2018). What
is striking about the Kazakh anti-corruption ranking is that it confirms that
the state recognizes that corruption in higher education is a persistent prob-
lem. Even more remarkable is the way that the government is using a ranking-
like policy tool not only to combat this issue but as part of the broader push
to greater global standing. This new anti-corruption ranking, expected to be
rolled out nationally in 2019 and beyond, signals both Kazakhstan’s subscrip-
tion to the rankings norm in the “world education space” and the ways in which
these globally approved symbols can be appropriated at a national level for local
purposes.

A third approach to national rankings in Central Asia comes from their
absence in two of the five states: to date, there has been no action to create offi-
cial university rankings in either Tajikistan or Turkmenistan. As in the Kyrgyz
Republic, a national newspaper in Tajikistan has compiled an informal ranking
of HEIs using such indicators as popularity, cost, and size (Asia-Plus, 2016;
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Inform.kg, n.d.), but this is not complemented in Tajikistan by a state-sanctioned
rating. Both Tajikistan and Turkmenistan have smaller higher education sys-
tems than the other three Central Asian states, with thirty-five and twenty-five
HEIs respectively, and all HEIs within those systems are state-funded.” The
relatively small size of these systems combined with the fact that the HEIs
within them are subject to close monitoring by the state means that there is
possibly no perceived need for a national ranking: instead, other policy tools
are employed to attempt to improve quality and induce innovation into HEIs.
Another possible reason that national rankings have not (yet) gained traction
in these two states is their relative lack of exposure to global norms in higher
education as compared to their neighbours. While Tajikistan has begun to
align with these practices - for example, aiming to adopt the Bologna Process
by 2020 (DeYoung et al., 2018) — it has come to the game somewhat later than
its neighbours. Since gaining independence in 1991, Turkmenistan’s politics
have been directed towards international isolation. A change of leadership in
2007 brought reform to the country, but it is still comparatively closed to the
outside world (Peyrouse, 2012).

University Rankings in Central and Eastern Europe (CEE)

The region of Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) represents a group of ten
ex-socialist countries: Belarus, Moldova, Russia, and Ukraine belonged to the
Soviet Union, while Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, Romania,
and Slovakia were members of the Warsaw Pact, a collective treaty of Soviet
satellite states. Higher education systems in CEE share common communist-
era characteristics that, despite the variety of independent socio-economic and
political paths, explain common patterns in higher education reforms (Dob-
bins, 2011). Under communist regimes, higher education was subject to a high
degree of centralization, ideological shaping of the curriculum, and the separa-
tion between teaching and research, where the latter was carried out in other
research institutes (Kwiek, 2014; Matéji et al., 2007). Following the collapse of
communist regimes in 1989 and 1991, higher education underwent numerous
reforms, mainly with the objective of bringing back their academics and stu-
dents to the European community (Kwiek, 2014).

The trajectory of reforms and policy changes in the region has created a mas-
sive transformation in these ten neighbouring countries, from command-driven
to market-driven economies. The uneven transition from central planning to
a free-market economy in the post-communist CEE countries (Hladchenko et
al., 2016, p. 115) has been described as “positioning at the edge of ‘academic
tectonic plates” (Neave, 2003, p. 18). During and after the transition, foreign
influence has been facilitated by a considerable openness level in the region
to international assistance and advice (Dakowska & Harmsen, 2015). The



University Rankings in Central Asia, Europe, and Latin America 57

intention to catch up with the West after more than forty years of communist
regimes (Kwiek, 2014) is seen in higher education in the influence of global
rankings in national policy debates, although universities in CEE have been
significantly under-represented in these rankings (Jons & Hoyler, 2013).° The
influence of rankings has been further embedded with the expansion of global
ranking initiatives and the popularity of the knowledge economy discourse,
which is associated with the EU Lisbon Strategy.”

The first national university rankings in CEE emerged between 2003 and
2009 when the region was influenced by broader neo-liberal reforms (Antono-
wicz et al., 2017; Dakowska & Harmsen, 2015; Kwiek, 2014), but the unfolding
development of national rankings across the ten countries in CEE has not been
parallel. Early national rankings were established in Ukraine (2003), Poland
(2009), and Russia (2009), but others did not introduce national rankings until
much later (e.g., Belarus’ first ranking was in 2014 and Romania developed its
ranking in 2016).

The CEE countries with the largest higher education systems - Poland,
Russia, and Ukraine - have multiple competing annual national rankings.
While many national rankings across the CEE countries are managed by non-
governmental organizations such as research institutes or media outlets, a high
level of state control in initiating or running the rankings is evident in Belarus,
Bulgaria, and Romania. CEE countries with a comparatively smaller number
of universities either do not have national rankings at all, as is the case in the
Czech Republic, or, in the case of Hungary and Slovakia, have national rankings
of individual faculties rather than universities as a whole.

As the largest of the CEE higher education systems with the legacy of “super-
power;” it is unsurprising that Russia has ambitiously introduced its own global
university rankings: Round University Ranking (RUR) in 2010 and the Three
University Missions Moscow International University Ranking (MosIUR)
in 2017. A national university ranking emerged in Russia in 2009 when the
privately run Interfax Information Agency was contracted by the Ministry of
Education and Science to develop and run it. The Interfax University Rank-
ing evaluates Russian universities against six parameters: quality of teaching,
research productivity, community engagement, innovation and entrepreneur-
ship, internationalization, and reputation (Ministry of Science and Higher
Education of the Russian Federation, n.d.-c). The Ministry of Education and
Science believes that the introduction of a new evaluation mechanism in the
form of a national ranking and the integration of this mechanism into the gov-
ernance of higher education and research will stimulate the global competitive-
ness of Russian universities (Ministry of Science and Higher Education of the
Russian Federation, n.d.-b).

Since 2013, a very well-known private ranking agency in the financial sec-
tor has run a competing national university ranking called Ranking Expert
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RA, which is accredited by the IREG Observatory on Academic Ranking and
Excellence.® The initiators of this ranking believe that it will “boost the pres-
tige of Russian higher education” in the world (Ministry of Science and Higher
Education of the Russian Federation, n.d.-d). The idea of having more globally
competitive Russian universities was framed at the national policy level in 2013
as the 5-100 Russian Academic Excellence Project, a government plan to have
five universities appear in the top 100 of the global rankings (Ministry of Sci-
ence and Higher Education of the Russian Federation, n.d.-a). Since November
2018, Russian universities ranked in the THE World University Rankings, QS
World University Rankings, and the Shanghai Ranking have been automatically
exempted from the government’s assessments of quality and other accreditation
requirements (Vorotnikov, 2018).

In Poland, another CEE country with a large higher education system,
national rankings emerged in the middle of the first decade of the twenty-first
century following wide debates about the weak performance of Polish universi-
ties in global rankings and their perceived descent to mediocrity. At the policy
level, it resulted in the 2008 Green Paper, which referred to the improvement
of Polish universities performance as a major policy priority (Antonowicz
etal.,, 2017). As with Russia and Ukraine, Poland has several national rankings.
Among them, the Perspektywy (Outlook) University Ranking system (since
2009), which consists of several rankings, has been considered the most techni-
cally sophisticated mainly because its founder organization, the Perspektywy
Foundation, acts as the official secretariat to the IREG Observatory. The main
ranking in this system - Ranking of Academic Institutions — applies six sets
of criteria very similar to those of global rankings, such as prestige, research
potential, research effectiveness, innovation, study conditions, and internation-
alization (Kwiek, 2016). The relatively high weight given to indicators empha-
sizing research and internationalization seems to align with the broader policy
rationale to move more Polish universities up in the global rankings.

Policymaking in Ukraine has also responded to the desire to have flagship
universities recognized globally as far back as 1994 (Hladchenko et al., 2016;
Oleksiyenko, 2014); however, Ukrainian universities are still mostly invisible
in the global rankings. A new funding formula for public universities that at
the time of writing was still in the review stage will consider only a university’s
appearance in any of three global rankings — QS World University Rankings,
the Times Higher Education World University Rankings, and Academic Rank-
ing of World Universities (Cabinet of Ministers of Ukraine, 2018). This devel-
opment in the funding formula echoes a pervasive idea in higher education
reforms in CEE to “catch up with the West” and to demonstrate the region’s
aspirations to contribute to global knowledge production. National university
rankings in Ukraine emerged in the early 2000s, all run by non-governmental
organizations. For example, EuroOsvita Top-200 Ukrainian Universities was
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established in 2003 as an initiative of the National Research Institute of Applied
Information Technologies “to implement international expertise and principles
of university ranking” (“Euro Osvita,” n.d.). The methodology includes indices
of education quality, research potential, and international recognition. Indica-
tors of international recognition include university participation in EU regional
initiatives such as Horizon 2020, Seventh Framework Programme, TEMPUS,
and Erasmus+. Another national university ranking run by the news agency
Osvita.ua provides the Consolidated University Ranking, which mainly com-
bines results from other national rankings. The emergence of these rankings
as well as the scope of applied metrics and assigned purposes demonstrates
their compliance with an earlier political turn towards Europeanization and
the Bologna Process.

In comparison to Poland and Ukraine, “there is no relevant political dis-
course (past or present) around differentiation, and the selection of ‘flag-
ship, ‘elite; ‘research’ universities” in the Czech Republic (Antonowicz et al.,
2017, p. 558). There are twenty-six public universities in the Czech Republic.
Charles University and Masaryk University remain the most prestigious ones
in the national higher education landscape (Antonowicz et al., 2017, p. 558).
The fact that public universities maintain their reputation despite a grow-
ing private sector may suggest why having a national university ranking in
the Czech Republic is irrelevant from both student needs and policymaking
perspectives.

While many national university rankings in CEE have been initiated by the
media or academic associations, rankings in Belarus, Bulgaria, and Romania
were established by their Ministries of Education. All universities in Belarus are
publicly owned and closely controlled by the government; their performance in
the state-run ranking indicates the level of university compliance to the national
recruitment plan, serving an ostensible monitoring function (TUT.BY, 2014).
Thus, the Belarus national university ranking (established in 2014) compares
universities by the number of admitted students and the average admissions
score as a benchmark of academic quality.

In Bulgaria, while gradual marketization of the higher education system has
provided universities with wider autonomy (Dobbins, 2011), academic quality
has remained within the scope of government control through the National
Evaluation and Accreditation Agency (NEAA). Since 2010, the Ministry of
Education and Science and the NEAA have produced the Bulgarian University
Ranking System “to support education service users in their choice of a univer-
sity” (“Bulgarian University Ranking System,” n.d.). The purpose of national
ranking in Bulgaria has thus been to help students navigate national universi-
ties, degrees, and programs because of “the high level of structural fragmen-
tation and overspecialization of the Bulgarian system” (“Bulgarian University
Ranking System,” n.d.).
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The national university ranking in Romania, University Metaranking, was
initiated in 2016 by the Ministry of National Education and Scientific Research.
It combines data on the position of Romanian universities in nine global rank-
ings “with the view of being potentially included in university international
rankings” (David et al., 2017, p. 40). While higher education in Romania is still
oscillating between post-Soviet legacies and Bologna Process values (Andreescu
et al., 2012; Wodak & Fairclough, 2010), the ministry-led university ranking
represents a policy tool to push more universities towards a world-class univer-
sity model (David et al., 2017).

It is notable that the countries in CEE with a comparatively small number
of universities (fewer than thirty-five in total, both private and public) do
not have national university rankings. However, national faculty, program, or
degree rankings have become alternatives in these jurisdictions. For example, in
Slovakia, an independent non-governmental organization called the Academic
Ranking and Rating Agency (ARRA) was established in September 2004. From
the beginning, ARRA decided to rank individual faculties rather than universi-
ties because it was seen as impossible to rank fifteen public HEIs and three (at
that time) private HEIs covering the whole spectrum of institutions (Solc et al.,
2014). In Hungary, HGV, a popular weekly magazine, publishes the UniPress
annual rankings of degrees called Diploma ranking. As with ARRA in Slova-
kia, it ranks faculties and degree programs rather than universities. Its creators
believe that the ranking of programs is more relevant for professional recogni-
tion and applicants’ employment goals than university rankings that emphasize
institution-wide prestige (Eduline, 2016).

University Rankings in Latin America

This section observes the emergence of national rankings in Latin America,
which consists of countries with a shared history of colonization and inde-
pendence from Spain and Portugal and are situated in South America, North
and Central America, and the Caribbean islands. This section reviews national
rankings in Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Honduras, Mexico, Peru, and
Uruguay. While Spain and Portugal developed higher education in their Latin
American colonies differently, both of their systems mainly targeted elite fami-
lies and responded to state interests. If the Spanish founded over thirty uni-
versities to expand their settlements in the region, the Portuguese opposed the
development of educational institutions until the royal family was exiled to
Brazil in 1808 following Napoleons invasion of Portugal, when engineering,
law, and medical schools were established (Laus & Morosini, 2005; Santos &
Cerqueira, 2009). Following independence during the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries, most Latin American states maintained the tradition
of colonial universities until the early twentieth century, when the university
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reform movement emerged in Argentina. Influenced by modernization ideas,
this movement led other Latin American states to establish institutional auton-
omy and democratic governance as central pillars of universities (Arocena &
Sutz, 2005).

Debates regarding global university rankings have arguably been muted in
Latin America compared to other parts of the world, as governments in the
region have by and large not sought to “compete” in the global higher education
space. Unlike the originators of the Shanghai and the Russian RUR university
rankings for instance, academic leaders in the region have, at times, contested
the logics and homogenizing effects of global rankings and actively resisted
their use (Becerra et al., 2015; Ordorika & Lloyd, 2015). While there are legiti-
mate concerns about how global rankings marginalize Latin American uni-
versities and downplay their local missions (Balan, 2012), these reactions are
also partly related to policy preferences and interests of sectoral organizations,
unions, and student associations. Regional rankings for Latin America, such as
those published by SCImago, QS, and the Times Higher Education, are examples
of the adaptation of the logic of global rankings to the regional context and have
been better received by critics of global rankings (Balan, 2012).

While not widespread in the region, national rankings have emerged in Bra-
zil, Chile, Colombia, and Mexico, countries with large higher education sys-
tems, increased levels of privatization, and some presence in global rankings.
Together with Argentina, these countries are represented in world university
rankings; for instance, they all have universities in the top 300 in the QS World
Ranking. With the exception of Argentina, national rankings in these settings
generally reproduce the criteria of global rankings. An important driver of
these national rankings is the large role played by the private sector in higher
education. Following the expansion beginning in the 1990s of the private sector,
which now accounts for 88 per cent of institutions, the Brazilian post-second-
ary education system became the largest in Latin America (Laus & Morosini,
2005; PROPHE, n.d.). In Chile, private institutions account for 73 per cent of
the higher education system with the continued implementation of neo-liberal
policies in the last thirty years (Brunner, 1993; Gregorutti et al., 2016; Larrain
& Zurita, 2008). In Mexico, over 70 per cent of higher education institutions
are private (PROPHE, n.d.), while more than half of the Colombian higher
education system is private (Uribe, 2015). In these countries, governments have
implemented measures to assess institutional quality that to a large extent seek
to ensure that the private sector meets minimum standards.

Most university rankings in the region are published by media organiza-
tions. In Brazil, the Ranking Universitario Folha, published yearly by the
Folha de Sdo Paulo newspaper since 2012, includes a university ranking and
a program ranking. The university ranking uses domestic and global crite-
ria as it emphasizes research (55 per cent) while also considering education
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quality (20 per cent), market assessment (20 per cent), and innovation (5
per cent) (Cakir et al., 2015). Market assessment is an important component
of the ranking methodology and evaluates hiring preferences by Brazilian
employers, while the education quality component considers the opinion of
professors on the quality of graduate courses. The university ranking also
provides a rank to universities on each criterion evaluated. This national
ranking is a domestically oriented classification system of all 196 Brazilian
universities. The program ranking is aimed at students, evaluating the forty
undergraduate programs with higher enrolment in universities (Folha de Sao
Paulo, 2018).

State-run university rankings have also emerged in Brazil. Since 2008, the
Brazilian Ministry of Education has developed assessments, later published
as rankings, that measure the quality of undergraduate programs, Conceito
Preliminar de Curso (CPC), and the quality of higher education institutions,
the Indice Geral de Cursos (IGC) (INEP, 2015a, 2015b; Polidori, 2009). The
CPC measures student outcomes and educational resources (INEP, 2015a).
The IGC measures the quality of institutions by combining the CPC results
and government postgraduate quality assurance measures (INEP, 2015b).
These measurements have been used in the media to inform students and
their families about differences in program quality. Moreover, they are policy
tools the ministry uses to ensure compliance with national quality norms. By
deciding on the evaluation criteria and methodology, the ministry communi-
cates government expectations through these assessments to the system and
the general public.

In Chile, national rankings using domestic and global criteria were created
by the Group of Advanced Studies, a group of academics. These rankings, pub-
lished annually by the EI Mercurio newspaper since 2012, include the Univer-
sity Ranking, the Quality of Undergraduate Teaching Ranking, and the Career
Guide. The rankings’ objectives are to provide information to future students
and influence public policy (Universitas, 2016). The University Ranking evalu-
ates teaching-focused universities using a different formula than research-based
universities, and it publishes four ranking lists by university type, including
“Teaching Universities,” “Teaching Universities with Future Research Goals,”
“Research Universities,” and “Research Universities in Selective Areas” (Cakar
et al, 2015; Universitas, 2016). This ranking evaluates universities (teach-
ing/research) on the number of admitted students (weighted at 15%/15%);
the number of professors, PhD-holding faculty, and publications (25%/15%);
faculty-student ratio, average degree length, and retention rates (40%/30%);
and years of institutional accreditation and expense per student (20%/10%). In
addition to these criteria, research universities are evaluated on research (15%)
and doctoral programs and internationalization (15%) (Laus & Morosini,
2005; Universitas, 2016). By adopting this framework, the El Mercurio ranking



University Rankings in Central Asia, Europe, and Latin America 63

recognizes the distinct roles of institutions and differentiation in the Chilean
higher education system.

National rankings implemented by media organizations have also emerged
in Mexico, such as those published by Reforma and EI Universal, which
mainly target students by providing information about program choice and
post-study employability. Reforma, published since 2008, surveys over 1,700
employers in the Valley of Mexico region on sixteen careers: management,
architecture, communication, accounting, law, graphic design, economics,
gastronomy, electrical engineering, systems engineering, industrial engi-
neering, mechatronic engineering, chemistry, medicine, marketing, and psy-
chology (Reforma, 2018). Since 2007, El Universal has published an annual
supplement, Mejores Universidades, which includes a ranking of higher edu-
cation institutions and a ranking of twenty-five courses to provide a guide to
future students applying to an undergraduate program (El Universal, 2015,
2018).

In Colombia, the magazine Sapiens Research with the consulting firm
Sapiens Research Group has published multiple university rankings since
2011 (Sapiens Research, n.d.). These include the U-Sapiens research rank-
ing; ASC-Sapiens for the social appropriation of knowledge; ART-Sapiens,
a publication of scientific articles; DTI-Sapiens, of technology and innova-
tion development; PRE-Sapiens, an undergraduate programs ranking; and
POST-Sapiens, a graduate programs ranking. While the Sapiens rankings are
diverse in what they evaluate, they do not provide a comprehensive univer-
sity ranking that attempts to integrate all criteria. For instance, the U-Sapiens
research ranking utilizes public data from government agencies to evaluate
the number of indexed journals, graduate students, and research groups in
each higher education institution (Sapiens Research, n.d.). The distinction
of each ranking shows that they target different audiences and attempt to
achieve different goals.

Argentina, which has also witnessed the growing privatization of higher edu-
cation and has many universities in the world rankings, has not followed the
national rankings trends seen in Brazil, Chile, Colombia, and Mexico, as it has
not yet adopted state-run or privately organized rankings. While in 2009 53
per cent of higher education institutions were private, public institutions con-
tinue to be the main providers of higher education, following the concepts of
autonomy and autarchy (Mollis, 2015; PROPHE, n.d.). Currently, Argentina’s
government has an institutional evaluation procedure by the National Com-
mission for University Evaluation and Accreditation (CONEAU) that ensures
that universities comply with national law, but it is not used to inform students
or provide a ranking (CONEAU, n.d.). This tendency is also visible in other
countries in the region with smaller higher education systems, such as Hondu-
ras, Peru, and Uruguay.
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National Rankings in Comparative Perspective

The review of national university rankings across three quite different world
regions in this chapter shows some of the similarities and differences in the way
national approaches to rankings are unfolding. Four patterns emerge from our
analysis of these ranking systems and their uses.

First, the idea of ranking universities is disseminating in these regions
through both formal national rankings and policy tools that generate rankable
data on universities for quality assurance, government control, and account-
ability. In Kazakhstan and Romania, national university rankings with the
target of pushing universities towards a “world-class university” model with
a global presence have been introduced. Elsewhere in CEE, the Belarusian gov-
ernment uses the national ranking to control the level of university compliance
to the national recruitment plan. In Latin America, while most rankings have
been created by media organizations, the Brazilian government-run univer-
sity rankings were established from quality assessment processes to exercise
pressure over private institutions to conform to national norms while ensur-
ing public institutions follow government policies. Following privatization of
higher education systems in Latin America, other governments have imple-
mented measures to assess institutional quality, with similar goals to those of
Brazil. As the idea of rankings becomes more usual, not only in formal national
rankings but also in other policy tools, governments normalize a perspective
that emphasizes hierarchy and stratification. This has implications for policy-
making by conditioning the way problems are framed and the policy alterna-
tives to address them, which become articulated through the assumption of
inter-institutional competition.

A second trend identified in the chapter is the use of rankings to reduce
information asymmetries between higher education institutions and the pub-
lic. The marketization of higher education systems across the three regions
has created the conditions in which commercially initiated national university
rankings have emerged as responses to the needs of students to obtain appro-
priate information about a range of available higher education options and to
signal their relative value. The rapid recent growth of private higher education
sectors in some countries in CEE (Hungary, Poland, and Ukraine) and Latin
America’® (Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, and Mexico) has expanded the
demand for information on the wider array of programs and institutions from
parents, future students, and employers. As a result, many media organizations
have published rankings that directly target these actors in their decision-
making processes, using methodologies that emphasize employability. Thus,
the purpose of rankings in these jurisdictions has been to provide compara-
tive information in a more easily accessible way to students and their parents.
The creation and use of rankings as an information tool targeting the public
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clearly emerges in response to privatization and differentiation in these con-
texts. However, whether national rankings influence student choices in these
regions remains an open empirical question.

A third finding is that the size of the higher education system may play a role
in determining the relevance of national rankings. In some small systems such
as Tajikistan and Turkmenistan in Central Asia, the absence of national rank-
ings may be explained by the fact that the sector is wholly state-run. As govern-
ments already exert control over the entire higher education system, they do
not need to enforce policy reforms. Further, it may be that in these instances,
states do not perceive any need to differentiate between the small number of
institutions. In CEE, the absence of national rankings in small higher education
systems in Hungary and Slovakia may be because the emphasis is alternatively
placed instead on department- or program-level rankings. We also found that
small systems in Latin America such as Honduras, Peru, and Uruguay do not
have government-run national university rankings.

The fourth observation from this cross-national study is that the extent of
exposure to outside ideas on higher education appears to influence the develop-
ment of national rankings. By making it a national policy goal to have two HEIs
perform well in a global higher education ranking, Kazakhstan uses national
rankings not only to improve the overall quality of the national higher educa-
tion system but to enhance and legitimize the country’s growing global presence
as well. The Central Asian and CEE countries that adopted the Bologna Process
in the early 2000s have led the way in operationalizing globally diffused policy
mechanisms such as university rankings to stimulate quality and performance
improvement of national universities, though focusing only on “flagship” uni-
versities in many cases. In cases where Bologna principles are still in the imple-
mentation stage, such as the Kyrgyz Republic and Uzbekistan in Central Asia,
national rankings are at a more nascent phase. In Latin America, systems that
have become highly privatized have undergone policy efforts aimed at quality
assurance, coupled with policy prescriptions to induce market-like competi-
tion, thus leading to the appearance of ranking mechanisms.

Although a number of countries across the three regions examined in this
chapter do not have national rankings, we nevertheless argue that national
ranking mechanisms will likely expand further and will continue to remain
relevant in Central Asia, CEE, and Latin America. The future expansion of
national university rankings will likely be linked to unfolding large-scale
national higher education reforms. These reforms will seek to raise the quality
of national higher education systems while embracing globalized ideas such as
privatization, competition, and quality assurance. In some instances, the objec-
tive to become more embedded in global higher education processes will lead
to the adoption of globally used metrics and indicators of success in the further
development of national rankings. In other cases, incremental policy efforts at
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enhancing academic quality and ensuring institutional compliance to national
standards might lead to new ranking mechanisms.

Now that we have identified a number of cross-national connections and
divergences in the unfolding of national university rankings at the policy level
in Central Asia, CEE, and Latin America through this study, future research
might explore the impact of these developments on universities. The advent of
national rankings challenges universities to shift their behaviour in how they
respond to policy priorities, institutional mandates, and the needs of students.
This calls for close empirical scrutiny of the effects of rankings and the extent
to which they are achieving their goals.

NOTES

1 The issue of accreditation is a hot-button topic in Kazakhstan as well as the Kyrgyz
Republic. It is directly connected to the idea of (good) quality higher education. All
HEIs are being required to go through accreditation processes; independent national
agencies have been or are being created to manage institutional accreditation. HEIs
gain additional prestige for successfully accrediting courses through specialist
international accreditation agencies.

2 Despite difficult political circumstances that are only recently beginning to thaw,
Uzbekistan has long been home to international branch campuses. These currently
represent institutions from Italy, Russia, Singapore, South Korea, and the United
Kingdom.

3 The Ministry of Justice cited the IREG Observatory on Academic Ranking and
Excellence, http://ireg-observatory.org/en. See also note 8.

4 The Berlin Principles were cited, http://www.ihep.org/research/publications/berlin
-principles-ranking-higher-education-institutions. See also note 8.

5 There are three Russian branch campuses in Tajikistan; all are branches of state-
funded universities. The University of Central Asia, which opened a campus in
Tajikistan in 2017, is a regional university founded by international treaty. It is not
considered a “Tajik” university for the purposes of this chapter.

6 There are over 2,500 universities in CEE. Only Russia’s Moscow State University has
appeared in the top 100 universities in the ARWU, with another seven universities
from the region represented in the top 500: four Russian universities, two from
Poland, and one from the Czech Republic. In the Times Higher Education (THE)
World University Ranking 2018, four universities from Russia, one from Hungary,
and one from the Czech Republic appeared in the top 500. Polish universities that
first appeared in the 2011 edition of this ranking in the 301-400 band were all
moved to the 601-800 band in the 2018 edition.

7 The Lisbon Strategy, also known as the Lisbon Agenda or Lisbon Process, was an
action and development plan for the economy of the European Union between
2000 and 2010. It was set out by the European Council in Lisbon in March 2000.
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The Lisbon Strategy was heavily based on the economic concepts of innovation as
the motor for economic change (based on the writings of Joseph Schumpeter), the
learning economy, and social and environmental renewal.

8 The IREG Observatory on Academic Ranking and Excellence is an international
institutional non-profit association of ranking organizations, universities, and
other bodies. Its purpose is to strengthen public awareness and understanding
of issues related to university rankings and academic excellence. In 2006,
the Berlin Principles on the Ranking of Higher Education Institutions set a
framework for the elaboration and dissemination of rankings — whether they are
national, regional, or global in scope - that ultimately is a system of continuous
improvement and refinement of the methodologies used to conduct these
rankings.

9 Although the higher education sectors in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan in Central
Asia include a significant mix of private providers, the expansion occurred much
earlier, in the 1990s. It is only in CEE and Latin America that recent privatization is
connected to this finding.
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3 Global University Rankings’ Visual
Media, Cartography, and Geopolitics
of Knowledge

RIYAD A. SHAHJAHAN, ANNABELLE ESTERA,
AND VIVEK VELLANKI

Introduction

Few have examined how global university rankings’ (GURs) commercial media
outlets (e.g., Times Higher Education [THE] and U.S. News ¢ World Report
[USNY]), particularly their websites’ visual representations, construct and cir-
culate the meaning of higher education (HE; recent exceptions are Stack, 2013,
2016)." This is alarming given that these commercial GURs” websites garner
substantial audiences. In their 2016/2017 media pack, THE boasted 24 million
unique visitors over the past year, while USN reported a monthly audience of
over 20 million unique visitors and 120 million page views. Furthermore, rank-
ing popularity is largely based on media coverage of GURs (Stack, 2013). We
thus lack a thorough understanding of the complex ways in which GURS’ visual
media depict HE (Stack, 2013).

We suggest that the visual media on commercial GURS’ websites are signifi-
cant sites for critical inquiry because they shape HE’s public image and “(mis)
educate” the general public (Estera & Shahjahan, 2018; Stack, 2016). Building
on recent studies on media logics in global HE, GURS’ role as global spaces of
equivalences, and GURs’ colonial ramifications (e.g., Ishikawa, 2009; Shahja-
han et al., 2017), we respond to the following question: How do GURS’ websites
constitute and normalize HE regions of the world through visualization of HE?
Building on our previous work examining GURS’ student imagery (Estera &
Shahjahan, 2018), here we focus on regional/national imagery because these
websites offer an entry point to uncovering the global assemblages — underlying
configurations through which global forms of knowledge (i.e., GURs) gain sig-
nificance by de/reterritorializing space, culture, and society (Ong & Collier,
2005). To answer this question, we critically examined publicly available visual
media artifacts on the THE and USN websites. Drawing on Walter Mignolo’s
(2011) notion of geopolitics of knowledge, Stuart Hall’s heuristics of representa-
tion (Hall, 1997b, 1997¢), and pan-semiotic categories (Kress & van Leeuwen,
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2006; van Leeuwen, 1996), we demonstrate how THE and USN ranking media
constitute meanings about HE regions globally.

We next elaborate on our theoretical and methodological approaches for our
analysis. Based on analysis of two GURs websites’ visual imagery, we argue that
THE and USN GUR media offer a visual cartography of global HE reflecting
the geopolitics of knowledge in global HE. As such, GURs imagery privileges
and “humanizes” epistemically privileged core HE regions and HE institutions
(HEI). By geopolitics of knowledge we are referring to a set of knowledge/power
relations that (a) reflects existing hierarchies in global HE and (b) perpetuates
a gaze (or representation) of the world that is considered universal and context
free. We suggest that GURs rankings media are not simply constructing and
informing viewers about the quality and excellence of HE, but simultaneously
teaching them how to view university campuses and regions of the world that
often reproduce historical geopolitics of knowledge.

Unpacking Representation and GURs Visual Media

We draw foremost upon Mignolos (2005, 2011) geopolitics of knowledge to
frame our analysis. It signifies how all knowledge systems originate in geo-
graphic and social contexts and are situated within historically and transna-
tionally constituted power relations. We use geopolitics of knowledge in the
HE context in two ways. First, it refers to the existing hierarchical global HE
system that privileges certain regions of the world (e.g., Anglo-Euro-American
contexts) as metropolitan centres of knowledges and learning while allocating
others to the periphery. Within the geopolitics of knowledge, those who occupy
zones of being - regions of the world whose humanity is taken for granted
(and is socially recognized through human/social rights, and whose knowl-
edge counts as “knowledge”) — have the epistemic privilege to articulate global
designs (Shahjahan & Morgan, 2016). Yet epistemically privileged centres of
knowledge do not map neatly onto national containers but comprise privileged
institutions within peripheral zones, such as the University of Cape Town in
South Africa (Shahjahan & Morgan, 2016).

Second, by geopolitics of knowledge we refer to a set of knowledge/power
relations that privileges a certain gaze or representation of the world deemed
universal, delocalized, and applied unquestioningly. Here, we will demonstrate
that GURs visual imagery reflects and perpetuates a geopolitical gaze (i.e., atti-
tudes towards and views of the world) that originates in geographic and social
contexts. Yet positionality of the gaze is simultaneously rendered invisible by
its worldwide normalization (Mignolo, 2003). Stuart Hall highlights how rep-
resentations relate to geopolitical gaze: “I think that what we call ‘the global’ is
always composed of varieties of articulated particularities ... the global is the
self-presentation of the dominant particular” (1997a, p. 67). Considering visual
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representations, this means that only certain local contexts, always already
derivatives of particular historical-material conditions, have the social privilege
(i.e., rankers) to shape a HE global imaginary. To illuminate the particularities
of the gaze embedded within GUR images, we draw upon van Leeuwen (1996),
who articulates various “pan-semiotic” categories (particular effects of repre-
sentational choices of social actors) through which a gaze is naturalized (p. 34).
In our case, we view the social actors as including tourist sites, university archi-
tecture, and students.

To elucidate the geopolitics of knowledge, we ground our visual analysis in
Hall’s (1997b, 1997¢) heuristics of representation. Hall (1997b) argues that a
represented object (here “regions”) has “no fixed meaning, no real meaning
in the obvious sense, until it has been represented” (p. 7). Unlike normative
notions of representations that suggest representation as the mere act of depict-
ing, distorting, or standing in for the object already there (i.e., true meaning),
Hall (1997b) suggests representation is more complicated, entailing the process
by which meaning is given to the depicted object. Therefore, representation
constitutes meaning. Furthermore, the reader (or viewer) is as important as the
writer (or image maker) in producing meaning and may take different mean-
ings (Hall, 1997b). Thus, we focus on our image readings; intentions of the
image producers are beyond the scope of our study.

We use five pan-semiotic categories to analyse the imagery. Hall’s (1997¢)
“identification” is the first category that is key to our analysis. Identification
refers to the degree to which one can picture oneself within an image (Hall,
1997b). Advertising “works by attempting to win identification” (Hall, 1997c,
p. 16). We see these GURs images as a form of GURs advertising promoting
the use of their rankings and legitimizing their “weak expertise” (Lim, 2017).

The remaining pan-semiotic categories come from the work of van Leeuwen
(1996) in discourse analysis and Kress and van Leeuwen’s (2006) work in “visu-
alization,” which explores the “grammar of visual design” Van Leeuwen (1996)
provides the pan-semiotic category of “personalization vs. impersonalization,”
or the “human” element within a representation (p. 59). Kress and van Leeu-
wen’s (2006) “social distance” (p. 124), “angle” (p. 133), and “contact” (offer vs.
demand) (p. 186) provide a lens to interpret attitudinal meanings and implied
relationships of power between image and viewer. “Social distance” is conveyed
through the distance between viewer and object. This difference in relationship
between viewer and image makes closer shots more desirable to the viewer,
making the image more inviting and personalized and providing more oppor-
tunity for identification with the image. Angle - if shots are taken from above,
below, or at eye level - communicates a particular power differential. Eye level
communicates “equality” between the viewer and image, making identification
more likely. Finally, “demand” images include participant gaze at the viewer. The
“eye contact” of the “demand” image makes it more desirable to the viewer, more
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Table 3.1. Pan-semiotic categories of inclusion/exclusion embedded in visual imagery

Identification Strong identification « Weak identification
(viewer can easily (difficult for viewer to
project themselves project themselves into
into image) image)

Personalization  Personalization > Impersonalization
(represented as (abstract or objectified
personalized human human)
beings)

Social Distance Close shot (intimate/ Medium shot  Long shot (impersonal)
personal) (social)

Angle Eye level, frontal angle High angle Low angle (represented
(equality/involvement) (viewer participant power)

power)

Contact Demand (gaze Offer (absence of gaze at
at the viewer, the viewer, as if social
which demands actors are items of
relationship) information on display)

Sources: Hall, 1997c; Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006; van Leeuwen, 1996.

readily inviting identification, in contrast to “offer” images. Table 3.1 summarizes
the approach to our visual analysis and use of pan-semiotic categories, wherein
representations depicted in a manner that aligns more with the left-hand side
are more desirable to the viewer of the GUR image. While Hall’s heuristic of
representation forms the foundation of our visual grounding, Kress and van
Leeuwen provide additional tools for interpreting images and how they reflect
the geopolitics of knowledge.

Methodology

To begin, we discuss THE and USN rankings websites to provide context for
our subsequent analysis.

THE

Times Higher Education (THE) entered the world of global rankings in 2004
as a joint ranking with Quacquarelli Symonds (QS) until 2009. Since then,
Times Higher Education World University Rankings (THEWUR) has added
to its rankings portfolio, including World Reputation Rankings (2011), Asia
university rankings (2013), 150 under 50 rankings (2012), BRICS (Brazil, Rus-
sia, India, China, and South Africa) and emerging economies rankings (2014),
and Latin American rankings (2016). According to the THE, such rankings
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have developed in response to demand for “global league tables that reflect
regional and economic contexts[,] and an increasing range of institutions want
to benchmark themselves against the world’s best” (Baty, 1990). Students are
one of THE’s main audiences, in addition to governments and universities. As
described on its World University Rankings page, THE claims itself as “a vital
resource for students, helping them choose where to study”

USN

U.S. News & World Report’s (USN) Global University Rankings began in
October 2014 (U.S. News & World Report, 2014). USN’s Global University
Rankings builds upon the success and reputation of its US undergraduate
college rankings, “the pre-eminent marker of educational value and quality
among the US public and beyond” (Chang & Osborn 2005, p. 340). USN is
the first American-based publisher to enter the global rankings space (Red-
den, 2014). In addition to the overall Global University Rankings, regional
rankings available for Africa, Asia, Australia/New Zealand, Europe, and Latin
America highlight the institutions included in the overall global rankings. For
instance, sorting the rankings by region shows that the University of Cape
Town is both #1 in Africa and #103 in the world in the 2021 rankings. Notably,
USN also provides rankings for the “Best Arab Region Universities,” which
were developed using a different methodology and because “global univer-
sity rankings typically include very few Arab region schools,” as described
on the FAQs page. Similar to THE, USN’s Global University Rankings focus
primarily on a student audience. As stated by a USN editor and chief content
officer, “as higher education becomes more global, our new rankings will set
standards and allow students to better evaluate all of their options” (U.S. News
& World Report, 2014).

Data Collection and Analysis

Our analysis draws on THE’s and USN’s publicly available media visual arti-
facts, such as the banners and images on their main page and images connected
to blog posts. From the THE website, we collected images from or linked to
on their “Rankings” and “Student” pages. From the USN website, we drew
images from or linked to on the “Best Global Universities” page, including the
“Global University Advice for Students and Parents” section. For both websites,
images were no more than one click away from the aforementioned pages.> We
selected GURs visual artifacts salient to our inquiry available during January
2016-December 2017. Thus, of the 196 images we downloaded, our analysis
included the 121 images which had an explicit reference to a region or country.
These images were a rich source of qualitative visual data for understanding HE
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representations (Merriam, 1998) and highlighted GURS’ intentional commit-
ment to visualization of HE.

To analyse the images, we downloaded them and placed them into a Power-
Point file, pasting one image on each slide in chronological order by the date they
were downloaded. To uncover various representational tropes and signifying
practices, we openly coded visuals related to “regions of the world” We coded
different regions/countries based on corresponding article titles and captions
(e.g., “Best Universities in Australia 2017”) or on visual markers known to the
authors (e.g., the Eiffel Tower in France). We also noted instances where titles
were broad yet visually marked by particular locations (e.g., “World Univer-
sity Rankings 2016-2017” depicting the University of Oxford). To code them,
researchers then put comments and observations about each image within the
notes section of the slide, noting what was shown (e.g., buildings, landscape,
etc.), elements of “social distance,” “angle,” and “offer vs. demand” (Kress &
van Leeuwen, 2006), and how these may contribute to a sense of “identifica-
tion” (Hall, 1997b). We then reorganized the visuals to appear geographically
so that images representing each continent and country were together, to aid
us in ascertaining any visual patterns between and across regional contexts. As
suggested by van Leeuwen (1996), representational choices “need not always be
rigidly ‘either/or’ ... In such cases the categories remain nevertheless useful for
making explicit how the social actors are represented” (p. 67). Additionally, we
indicate discrepancies and outliers in visual patterns throughout our analysis,
indicating variation and also the limitations of these variations.

After the preliminary coding, we further contextualized the data within our
framework - drawing from Mignolo’s geopolitics of knowledge, Hall’s heuristics
of representation, and Kress and van Leeuwen’s visualization — foregrounding
the regional nature of visuals displayed in GURs” website images. In essence, we
argue that within each pan-semiotic category described in table 3.1, the more
desirable representational choice in GURs imagery generally lies along the left
side of the table. Patterns in the pan-semiotic categories thus allow us to make
claims about the geopolitics of knowledge.* These concepts prompt us to ask:
How do GURS’ websites constitute regional HE through visualization of HE?
With whom and what type of HE regions are the images seeking to promote
identification? What kinds of mobilities do they legitimize? Whose desires are
they seeking to construct, and how?

Having shared our methodology, we want to note some cautionary tales of
visual analyses in GURs research. Like any form of mass communication, web-
sites are not static but constantly in flux. Hence, as we analysed these websites’
imagery, we noticed how images are added, moved, or replaced all the time.
Thus, we had to choose a time frame (January 2016-December 2017). Fur-
thermore, given that these visual media may include stock images, it is hard to
discern where they originated, unless the images contain copyrights or captions
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telling us where they are from (e.g., Getty Images, iStock). The fact that the
images are all sourced from outside USN and THE adds another potential layer
of inquiry that is outside the scope of this paper.

Based on our analysis of the visual imagery and applying the above frame-
works, we identified three major themes around geopolitics of knowledge:
(1) tourist gaze, (2) campus architectural gaze, and (3) (de)humanizing stu-
dents, which we present next.

Tourist Gaze

While both websites appear to feature most regions of the world (THE more
so than USN), our visual analysis revealed hierarchies in representations
reflecting the existing geopolitics of knowledge in global HE. GURs imagery
favoured epistemically privileged HE regions or institutions. Our collection of
GURs imagery territorialized and spatialized global HE by featuring a tourist
gaze — carefully chosen images featuring a context’s uniqueness and drawing on
“selected elements of history, heritage, culture, ways of life, and various features
of townscape and landscape” (Bajc, 2011, p. 1466). In our case, such imagery
is meant to promote a location’s attractiveness as a potential site of learning as
it is in stark contrast with an audience’s everyday lives. Overall, a tourist gaze
helps create anticipations in the audience about what they will encounter dur-
ing their trip and further fuel desire to experience these particular imaginaries
(Bajc, 2011). We will demonstrate later how certain regions of the world are
spatialized as “global” or “international” sites of learning using a tourist gaze
that is more personalized, while others are impersonally represented through
more “extraordinary” cultural or nature-oriented artifacts.

The GURs imagery we studied territorialized global HE by depicting vari-
ous forms of touristy artifacts (i.e., townscape, landmarks, cultural or historical
sites). Such imagery privileged Anglo-American or Western European contexts
as desirable/ideal locations for sites of learning as they featured not only touristy
national or city markers but also students (signifying learning) that were absent
in other regional imagery. Particular tourist landmark and townscape tropes
recurred across GURs imagery to symbolize “global” education/universities or
“overseas” education. These tourist landmarks consisted of, for instance, the
Eiffel Tower, for Paris or France; and the Tower Bridge and a red phone booth,
for London or the UK. For instance, in USN blog posts on “overseas bachelor’s
degrees,” “global universities,” or “Europe” contained images of smiling students
with either the Eiffel Tower, Big Ben, or the Tower Bridge in the background.
As such, USN’s article “Consider a Gap Year as a Prospective International
Student” features a close shot of students with stretched arms next to a red
telephone booth with the Big Ben clock tower in the background.* Given that
these landmarks are conflated with an “overseas” credential (bachelor’s degree),
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aregion (Europe), or a type of university (“global”), such imagery spatializes the
“global” or “international” in certain ways. Furthermore, while they are depict-
ing tourist objects to spatialize, they simultaneously personalize these regions
by portraying smiling human beings (i.e., students), thus encoding such regions
as global sites of learning. To put it simply, given the student imagery, a viewer
could potentially identify with the image as a student who is there for formal
or disciplinary learning. Yet these tourist landmarks were often blurred in the
background, thus assuming a familiarity among the audience. In short, the
visual representation of the “international,” overseas, and/or global with exclu-
sively Western European tourist landmarks highlights the symbolic power of
these regions as sites of HE learning, reflecting the existing hierarchies within
the geopolitics of knowledge. These particular imageries thus naturalize a geo-
political “gaze” that assumes that global or international learning takes place in
such Western European regions.

The geopolitics of knowledge informing GURs imagery was also apparent
in how peripheral HE nations/regions’ imagery featured touristy cultural or
historical sites, social events, or a nature-oriented signifier. The latter regions,
mostly non-Western regions, featured either long shots or close shots of land-
scapes consisting of cultural artifacts/events or nature-oriented objects. For
instance, imagery of South Korea, China, and Latin America depicted sakura
flowers blooming in Busan, the Forbidden City in Beijing, and Chichén Itza in
Yucatan, Mexico, respectively. We did not observe such touristy cultural social
events, historical, or nature-oriented landmarks associated with American or
European contexts.

GURs imagery also fixed meanings of particular non-Western HE regions by
signifying a social/cultural event (or an informal cultural/social gathering). For
instance, social events were prominent in depictions of Japan and Singapore.
Images of the former depicted a social event involving a large man-made koi
(carp fish), while those of the latter showed kites flying in the sky. Further-
more, a THE image from a January 2016 article entitled “Top 15 Universities
in the Arab World Announced” featured a man riding a horse against a des-
ert background appearing to be part of a social gathering. The Arab world is
here objectified by tropes of the desert and horses, similar to past Orientalist
images, signifying a “fixed” culture that is static, underdeveloped, and still tied
to nature (see Said, 1979; Shaheen, 2001). These non-Western tourist images
highlight how the distinct “Other” is fossilized in nature, culture, or history,
signifying such contexts as sites of “extraordinary” cultural, natural, or histori-
cal consumption but not sites of “disciplinary” learning. GURs imagery thus
naturalizes a Western-modernity gaze towards “Other” regions. Such imag-
ery, although seemingly meant to highlight “touristy” and “cultural” attrac-
tions, ends up being impersonal and distant, as no visible marked students
are depicted, nor is learning. Unlike in the epistemically privileged regions, a
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viewer could project themselves onto the image only as a tourist consuming a
tourist site. GURs imagery thus reflects how peripheral zones in HE (e.g., Asia
or Latin America) are still considered sources of historical or cultural knowl-
edge but not “formal” or “disciplinary” knowledge gained through its educa-
tional institutions (Mignolo, 2003).

In short, GURs imagery’s underlying visual grammar allocates such regions
to the periphery of global HE, thereby perpetuating the geopolitics of knowl-
edge. Such imagery is embedded in visual pan-semiotic categories of personal-
ization and social distance to differentiate regions of global HE. Such imagery
also highlights how the GURS’ visual “gaze” towards the world is contextual
and historical, and located in a Global North geopolitical space (where rank-
ers are situated), but also are normalized across the globe. In summary, the
“global” world of HE is visually represented through a tourist gaze embedded
in numerous particularities reflecting the attitudes and values of “the dominant
particular” (Hall, 1997a) (i.e., US- and UK-based rankings), reflecting the cur-
rent geopolitics of knowledge in HE.

Campus Architectural Gaze

Beyond a tourist gaze, GURS’ visual cartography featured HE architecture con-
sisting of close/medium shots of campus buildings or long shots of campuses.
Images of buildings and campuses powerfully symbolize HE institutions’ aspi-
rations and functions. They also act as “silent teachers” for aspiring HE stu-
dents and their families (Edwards, 2014). Yet a visual grammar underlying such
architectural imagery reflected the geopolitics of knowledge. Overall, GURs
imagery privileged elite institutions in their respective regions (country or city),
thereby legitimizing these rankings’ “weak expertise” (Lim, 2017). For instance,
UK and US imagery throughout the THE and USN websites depicted eye-level
medium shots of university campus buildings in broad daylight at elite institu-
tions like Oxford University, Stanford University, and Harvard University. Such
elite universities’ imagery featured traditional architecture symbolizing their
historicity (i.e., buildings that are classical, highlighting “Western architecture”
and distinctive features). Rarely did we see such Western elite universities in
views of their existing modern campus buildings. Similarly, GURs imagery fea-
tured elite institutions for other countries or regions. This included the Univer-
sity of Humboldt for Germany, Indian Institute of Technology for India, and
University of Cape Town for Africa, just to name a few. In short, GURs imagery
narrates a story of elite institutions as desirable and core sites of learning and
knowledge production, thus naturalizing a spatialized gaze towards these insti-
tutions as legitimate knowledge producers.

Yet campus shots highlighted rankers’ attitudinal ambivalence towards
HE “frontiers” (i.e., Australia or Asia) in terms of admiration, aspiration, or
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highlighting the rising global competition in HE, thereby legitimizing GURs
logics. To this end, certain regional/national contexts featured modern build-
ings, highlighting functionality and instrumental learning. For instance, the
THE’s post “The Best Universities in Asia 2017” features an eye-level medium
shot of a square modern building that has English labels such as “lecture the-
atre” on one side of the building and “engineering” on the top side. Furthermore,
the THE’s “Graduate Employability: Top Universities in Australia Ranked by
Employers” highlights a curvy postmodern building (with lots of windows and
steel) with students walking nearby. The (post)modern features of such Asian
or Australian campuses highlighted the technical nature of their institutions.
Such THE imagery, in particular, highlights how rankers would like to put com-
petitive pressure on traditional Anglo-American institutions by depicting Asia
or Australia as an admirable aggressor in global HE (e.g., increased investment
by certain regions in HE or highly technical education orientation of their HE
sectors) (Lim, 2017). In short, GURs imagery through its signifying practices
demarcates the new frontiers of instrumental knowledge from the core centres
of traditional knowledge.

We were particularly struck by how certain universities in peripheral zones
of HE (or constructed as such) were associated with long-range shots of cam-
puses, highlighting the colonial geopolitics of knowledge (Shahjahan, 2016).
As mentioned above, while the THE signified Europe and the United States
largely with eye-level medium-range shots of a university building or parts
of university campuses, India and Africa® were marked by high-angle long-
range shots of whole university campuses embedded in a natural landscape.
The nature orientation and impersonal style of such imagery were particularly
striking. These markers highlighted how Indian or African campuses were
depicted as “far and away” from “modernity” or urban life (Reynolds, 2014),
even though they are highly ranked within their countries or continent. For
instance, “Best Universities in India” (THE) is marked by a long shot of the
Indian Institute of Technology campus surrounded by mountains and a river.
Similarly, the “Best Universities in Africa” (THE) is represented by a very-
long-range shot of the University of Cape Town building also surrounded by
overbearing mountains. Such visual imagery, particularly long shots, conveys
an audience’s “god-like top view” (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006, p. 146) that
both is impersonal and suggests a colonizing gaze. Viewers will find it difficult
to identify with these regions as sites of learning. Furthermore, the aforemen-
tioned images of an Indian and an African institution were the only repre-
sentations of a university in their country and continent, respectively, in our
sample, thus fixing meaning about these HE regions as outside the frontiers
of knowledge. In short, such visual imagery stifles any Global North-South or
Global South-South student mobility aspirations and naturalizes a spatialized
gaze of such regions as far and away.
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In short, the core sectors/institutions of global HE are visually represented
through medium and close-medium shots of traditional architecture, thereby
legitimizing their symbolic power in global HE. These imageries, along with
the text, thus construct and normalize a spatializing gaze through which the
consumption of higher education opportunities is promoted. Such a campus
architectural gaze plays a significant role in linking GUR audiences’ affect to a
certain place or region of the world (i.e., desirability) as higher-quality sites of
learning. We have, however, highlighted above how such visual representations
are embedded in particular pan-semiotic categories of social distance (i.e., per-
sonal vs. impersonal via a range of shots) and angle (eye level vs. high angle).
The question of identification with particular HE regions was particularly
salient in regional imagery depicting students for some regions, while students
remained absent in others. We elaborate on the latter point in more detail next.

(De)Humanizing Students

We build upon the first theme’s elaboration of spatializing tourist and archi-
tectural gaze and shift our focus towards visual representations of students.
Here we ask, In what regional representations are students included? How does
GURs imagery depict students in different regions? In this section, we demon-
strate how GUR imagery naturalizes a (de)humanizing student gaze based on
their regional locations. By (de)humanizing, we mean GUR imagery signifies
“differential humanization,” in which students in some parts of the world are
presented in a more personalized manner, whereas those from other parts of
the worlds are depicted in much more stereotypical or dehumanizing manner.
We demonstrate that privileged/core epistemic regions’ visual imagery human-
izes students by depicting them in a range of settings and activities, more often
in “demand” (includes participant gaze at the viewer) and close shots. These
students are thus personalized, prompting identification. However, in periph-
eral epistemic contexts, images depicting students are limited; when visible,
students are depicted in a narrow range of social/institutional settings and thus
are comparatively dehumanized. Furthermore, this gaze of differential human-
ization reinforces the normalization of the geopolitics of knowledge and pre-
established racial categories.

The desirability and social acceptance of the UK and US as privileged/core
epistemic regions is bolstered by images highlighting the humanity of students
through multiple meanings and contexts of student life. In the Anglo-American
context, the imagery invites viewers to imagine their lives as a whole, whether
learning, travelling, laughing, or making friends, thereby extending the imagi-
nation of what the HE experiences look and feel like in these regions. Within
the university setting, a range of images depicts students learning in classrooms,
hanging out on campus, banking, partying, or moving into a residence hall.
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For example, the USN’s “Decide Between a Top U.S., Global MBA Program”
shows a white woman in a close, frontal-angle shot holding several books. She
is shown smiling in a demand stance. A long-arched corridor is in the back-
ground, presumably depicting the institution. The image conveys a mood of
the woman transitioning between classes. The image invites viewers to imag-
ine oneself in the future learning and enjoying the process. At the same time,
outside-classroom learning was signified by people shown against national/city
landmarks while holding objects associated with students. For example, USN’s
“It's Not Too Late to Apply for a Bachelor’s Degree Program in Europe” depicts
five racially diverse students sitting on a park bench with the Tower Bridge in
the background. This medium-close shot draws the viewer into the moment
with the participants, shown laughing together. The eye-level angle positions
the viewer and participant as equals, again inviting the viewer to imagine them-
selves in this setting. Importantly, as we observed in this image and others,
students in epistemically privileged regions also have their humanity shown
through their emotional expressions, often smiling and laughing. Furthermore,
compared with all other countries and regions, students shown in the UK and
US were most often looking at the viewer in “demand” and close-up. Thus,
these websites represent HE in epistemically privileged regions as spaces for an
invigorated and multifaceted student life. The images naturalize these regions
as ideal HE spaces by promoting a humanizing student experience that readily
invites viewer identification.

While the GURs imagery reifies the narrative of Anglo-American and West-
ern European contexts as core HE regions where students enjoy a vibrant learn-
ing and social environment, visual imagery varied between countries/regions in
the wider Western context. For instance, multiple images feature a student, or
group of students, hanging out and smiling with the Eiffel Tower in the back-
ground. Although the Eiffel Tower is a prominent marker, French campuses are
not emphasized like campuses in the US and UK. While France and Canada
do not have the same numerical visual representation as the UK and US, their
imagery foregrounds students in close, frontal-angle shots in demand stances,
emphasizing a vibrant environment. For example, the USN’s “Canadian Co-op
Programs Blend Classroom, Work Experience” shows a young man in a close,
frontal-angle shot. He is seen wearing safety goggles and smiling in a demand
stance. He is inside a lab with what appears to be sophisticated scientific equip-
ment in the background. Overall, the image invites the viewers to imagine their
future lives as students in these settings — replete with resources, opportunities
to learn, and chances to explore the future. Still, other Western contexts provide
less opportunity for identification. For instance, the THE article “Best Universi-
ties in the Netherlands 2017” shows one student walking down a path toward a
university building but at a far distance and from the back. There is a picture of
Sweden in the THE article “Best Universities in Sweden,” but again, no students
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are shown. Thus, we see certain nations/regions within Western contexts spa-
tialized as core epistemic sites of HE (UK, US, France, and Canada) while oth-
ers are on the margins (Netherlands, Switzerland, Italy, Spain).

In contrast to Western contexts imagery, as we mentioned earlier, the depic-
tions of non-Western contexts usually were long shots of university campuses,
monuments, landmarks, or cultural/social events. In these images, students (or
people) are often absent. However, when students are present, they are min-
iature in scale or shown in an “offer” stance (with an absence of gaze at the
viewer). Additionally, very few images show students in groups, in contrast to
the images about the UK and the US. This visual difference conveys the message
that social life with peers is absent among students in non-Western contexts.
Such visual exclusion creates a social distance and constrains opportunities for
viewers identifying and imagining their futures in such settings. While Western
contexts were shown more close-up and in demand, the THE’s “Best Universi-
ties in Japan” shows multiple students from the back against a background of a
university building and trees. We do not see any students’ faces up close, creat-
ing a sense of disconnection. Although the image is shown at eye level, little else
visually seeks to draw in the viewer and win their identification. Additionally,
students in university campuses are shown in all regions except for South Africa
and India. The exclusion of students and lack of visual grammar that invites
identification visually minimizes, or denies, the full humanity of students in
non-Western HE contexts, reproducing the geopolitics of knowledge.

Last, we were particularly struck by Arab visual imagery that included stu-
dents, which consistently featured visual tropes of particular clothing styles.
No other region of the world had such a prominent use of “clothing” as a visual
trope to depict the region. Clothing, particularly the headscarf worn by women
and dishdashas (robes) worn by men, was used as markers. The clothing rep-
resented throughout these images is only from the Arabian Gulf region, rather
than that of the diversity of Arab people in North Africa and Asia. Notably, the
imagery accompanying the USN’s “5 Facts About American-Style Universities
in the Arab Region” is the only instance without this stereotypical clothing pat-
tern. In this image, a young man is shown wearing a dress shirt in a library in
an offer stance. The visual trope of a Western dress shirt stands in stark contrast
to the rest of the images and, when used to distinguish “American-style uni-
versities” in the Arab region, reifies and naturalizes colonial difference, mark-
ing some students as modern and cosmopolitan while others are positioned as
“ethnic” and parochial. Furthermore, HEIs (US-styled institutions) are visually
marked as core/privileged HE sites within marginalized regions (Arab HE).
The limited visual depictions of students and the use of stereotypical tropes
(animals, clothing, and nature) naturalizes the gaze that has for so long haunted
marginalized/peripheral regions (Lutz & Collins, 1993). Overall, the contrasts
in student imagery between the core/privileged and marginalized/peripheral
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Table 3.2. Contrast in visual grammar of GUR images depicting core/privileged HE
regions and peripheral HE regions

Core/privileged HE regions

Peripheral HE regions

Social Tourist gaze
distance Medium- and close-range shots of Long-range shots of cultural
prominent tourist landmarks, marked events or regions objectified
with students to indicate learning by cultural tropes (animals,
clothing, etc.)
Architectural gaze
Medium-range shots of traditional Long-range shots of (post)
architecture signifying as core sites of modern architecture
knowledge production signifying “new” sites of
knowledge production
Angle Students
Eye-level images that invite viewers to Few eye-level or low-angle
participate in the visual images; impersonal images
creating weak identification
for viewers
Architectural gaze
Eye-level images of campus, inviting High-angle, top-view images
viewers to enter an “equal” of campuses, signifying an
relationship with the image impersonal and colonizing gaze
Contact Students

Demand-stance images of students in a
variety of activities, humanizing them and
creating strong identification for viewers

Offer stance, limited
identification and disconnect
for viewers

regions reify the colonial racialization wherein predominantly white regions
(particularly the UK and US) have their humanity affirmed, while those in Asia,
Africa, and the Middle East have their humanity denied.

In summary, the difference in the pan-semiotic categories of social distance,
angle, and identification in the GUR student imagery (re)produces the geo-
politics of knowledge and the colonial gaze. Images of core/privileged contexts
deploy a visual grammar that conveys personalization through close-up, fron-
tal, and eye-level shots and students shown in multiple settings. This visual
grammar legitimizes student mobility, as the student consumer is drawn to the
epistemically privileged contexts where student life is depicted as desirable,
dynamic, and offering multifaceted possibilities. On the other hand, images of
marginalized/peripheral regions convey impersonalization through long-range
shots and students shown in limited settings, if at all. Comparatively, mobility to
these regions is constructed as undesirable. Table 3.2 summarizes our thematic
analysis of the visual grammar applied to the GURs imagery.
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Conclusion

Through comparative visual media analysis of two GURs websites, we demon-
strate how these popular rankings websites perpetuate a normalized, Western-
modernity gaze of global HE informed by the geopolitics of knowledge. While
these websites emphasize various regions and institutions of the world, their
visual imagery is encoded in a hierarchy favouring epistemically privileged
regions or HE institutions, thereby legitimizing their rankings. GURs websites
territorialize global HE by using touristy artifacts, campus architecture, and/or
images of students. More specifically, the contrasting representations of core
and peripheral regions in HE construct colonial difference in the way that a
fuller humanity, symbolized by students, is afforded to core regions and institu-
tions. To put it simply, GURS’ websites offer a visual cartography of global HE,
reflecting the geopolitics of knowledge in global HE. By analysing the signify-
ing practices embedded in the visual imagery, we illustrate the specific ways in
which meanings about HE (e.g., university campuses and regions of the world)
are made and how they are made, illuminating how global actors like GURs
media act as “powerful symbolic tools in a mediatized higher educational envi-
ronment” (Stack, 2013, p. 579). Our analysis suggests that we need a critical
view of both GURs and the role their media play in the mediation of geopoliti-
cal dynamics in HE.

Our analysis asserts that visual media geared towards global audiences
(i.e., GURs websites) play an important public pedagogic role. As a marketing
tool, the GUR websites perform an affective role by constructing the desires
or aspirations of GUR consumers, such as students, parents, policymakers,
and universities, through the aforementioned signifying practices. Such visual
imagery produces a “semiotic parade” with the hopes of “attracting new con-
sumers and retaining existing ones” (Stack, 2016, pp. 89-90). While such global
sites seldom claim accuracy of cultural traditions and knowledge of regions,
their visuals highlight how their imagery seeks identification with global audi-
ences (including the Global North and South). Such imagery can only work
by assuming audiences have normalized and internalized the idea that core
centres of HE (whether between or within countries or HEIs) are universal,
neutral, and desirable. Due to colonial/imperial histories, the Global South is
often complicit in such hegemonic representations, as they arouse some form
of familiarity. For instance, one can ask why the images of Oxford or Harvard,
or landmarks like the Eiffel Tower or Big Ben, might be attractive to students
from Asia or Africa. Our analysis of visuals in such websites reflects the Anglo-
American hegemony and global power relations within HE tied to the global
political economy, whereby student flows across the globe are polarized and
uneven (Shields, 2013). Such normalizing encourages the continued use of
global rankings, which disproportionately favour epistemically privileged



GURSs’ Visual Media, Cartography, and Geopolitics of Knowledge 89

locations and HEISs, benefiting the rankers themselves. Furthermore, rankers
continue to play a major role in the geopolitics of knowledge in the ways in
which they constitute HE globally, through both their rankings and their visual
media.

Our analysis raises important questions about the role of rankings web-
sites as new spaces of representation in the spatialization of higher education.
These websites play a significant role in linking GUR audiences’ affect to a
certain place or region of the world (desirability, pride, etc.). Beyond simply
depicting the “rankings” themselves in the forms of tables and charts, they
employ visual imagery as cognitive aids, facilitating information seekers to
sift more efficiently through, and gain knowledge from, vast amounts of accu-
mulated data about global HE. As such, we need to understand these GUR
websites and their visual imagery as part of a wider geopolitics of knowledge,
which comes to have an economic impact by marketing certain HE desti-
nations as “global” or “world class” or “international” Furthermore, these
websites construct and circulate reputations of places and regions by lend-
ing credibility to claims and beliefs, such as the truthfulness of a world-class
university (e.g., Harvard), the believability of quality claim (e.g., Oxford), or
the trustworthiness of a region of HE as a desirable student destination (e.g.,
the Global North). These websites mostly draw their own imageries and texts
from pre-existing databases, which in turn are based on previously estab-
lished iconic forms of representation, such as the Eiffel Tower and Big Ben.
These pre-existing databases may originate in the field of tourism and leisure.
Future research could critically examine these representational “genealogies”
of regions of the world and probe further how they operate (i.e., rendered and
activated) across fields of practice (tourism, higher education, etc.). We rec-
ommend moving beyond the plentiful methodological critiques and impact
studies of GURs in the existing literature to critically examine the underly-
ing geopolitics of knowledge informing HE representation and visualization.
In short, our analysis raises questions about the interconnections between
culture, power, and geopolitics of knowledge in the growing visualization,
spatialization, mediatization, and branding of HE (Estera & Shahjahan, 2018;
Stack, 2016).

NOTES

1 We focus on these two rankings websites as they provide a comparative analysis of
corporate media products that are situated in the UK and US, respectively, and have
different histories with global rankings. Unlike the THE, USN is a recent player
in global university rankings. The prominence of imagery on these two rankings
websites in terms of number, size, and relevance to our themes made them ideal
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case studies. Both GURs are interested in the rankings game because it helps garner
audience and advertising potential (Stack, 2013).

2 In other words, we collected images that were (a) displayed on the listed pages and (b)
displayed after clicking a link on the listed pages. For instance, on the USN homepage
section “Global University Advice for Students and Parents,” we collected the six images
shown on that page. We then clicked the links associated with those six images and
found that there were additional “Recommended Articles” listed underneath the image
on the new page. We collected these images as well, since they were one click away from
the original “Global University Advice for Students and Parents” page. It is important
to note that while multiple images of peripheral HE regions are present, we have to dig
deep into the websites, so these are not one click away from the main pages.

3 We believe the cumulative and wide-ranging nature of evidence we have identified
in the following sections, rather than a singular pattern or numeric representations,
supports our argument regarding the geopolitics of knowledge in the GURs imagery.
Thus, we intentionally highlight the breadth of signifying practices and their
manifestations, which to us is still a type of “depth,” albeit different than the traditional
“linear” depth of numerous examples. We do not include numbers or percentages in
our analysis, as our visual analysis draws upon our frameworks wherein representation
constitutes meaning (i.e., signifying practices) (Hall, 1997b, ¢, van Leeuwen, 1996;
Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006), rather than positivist forms of representational practices
(number of instances) constituting meaning. In essence, we have sought to open up
the dialogue on GURs beyond an objectivist paradigm of numbers (which underpins
the logic of GURs) by offering a mode of analysis that does not rely on numbers and
scores, such as percentages. We view our chapter as joining the growing body of work
of visual analysis that is not based on positivist numeric representations (e.g., Bonilla-
Silva, 2012; Osei-Kofi & Torres, 2015; Stack, 2013, 2016).

4 We could not include images from the GURs websites in our chapter due to the
image copyrights and the high fees for the reproduction of these images (even for
academic uses). This may be one of the factors why website visual analysis is rare
and why these images continue to escape academic scrutiny.

5 We denote India and Africa not seeking to make an equivalency between a country
and continent, but in direct reference to the THE’s article titles (“Best Universities
in India” and “Best Universities in Africa”). Indeed, we find it concerning that no
articles featured individual African countries, perpetuating the colonial idea of
Africa as a homogenous continent.
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THEME 2

Costs of Knowledge, Rankings,
and Journal Impact Factors

In this section the authors clearly show how rankings connect to the educa-
tion industry, in particular in journal impact factors (IF) and a monopoly of
academic publishers. Chuing Prudence Chou provides a case study of how
the power of impact factors is experienced in Taiwan and what this means
for the epistemic viability of regional knowledge, collegial relations, teaching,
and community engagement. Heather Morrison demonstrates that university
rankings and journal IF are interconnected business interests that have rapidly
increased the cost of sharing knowledge and what is considered world-class
knowledge. Ralf St. Clair analyses the impact of rankings on a university in
Nigeria and a mid-sized university in Canada. In doing so he points to the need
for nuance in understanding context but also the pressure on universities to
operate with rankings in mind; for example, he shows how “up-voting” occurs.
Universities that are mid-ranked can end up sliding down if they don't actively
participate in the reputation game; they therefore work to build their reputation
by narrowing their associations to institutions that can help them move up in
reputation survey.
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4 Academic Culture in Transition:
Measuring Up for What in Taiwan?

CHUING PRUDENCE CHOU

Prior to 1994, higher education in Taiwan was under extensive state control
in order to spur national economic development and maintain political sta-
bility (Mok, 2014). An unprecedented expansion in Taiwans higher educa-
tion occurred in the mid-1990s as a response to increased global competition,
domestic political elections, demands from civil society, and significant social
change. As a result, Taiwan reached the world’s second-highest enrolment rate
of 18- to 22-year-olds (Ministry of Education, 2013). Amendments applied
to the University Law in 1994 altered the governance of the HE sector and
allowed higher education institutions (HEIs) greater autonomy, which granted
increased freedom in admissions, staffing, and policies (Chou & Ching, 2012;
Mok, 2014).

Since the 1980s, private investment in higher education has grown more
prolific as neo-liberal policies became more widely utilized around the world
and in Taiwan (Chou, 2008). Increasing private investment resulted in HEIs
competing against each other for such investment. Governments have also
contributed to this climate by developing policies to enhance their universi-
ties’ competitiveness in academia, facilitate global competitiveness, and expand
their international visibility (Chou et al., 2013).

Globalization and the entrenchment of a neo-liberal economic order have
had a profound effect on higher education, particularly in the Asia-Pacific
region (Chou, 2008). HEIs have pursued internationalization to strengthen
their global competitiveness and sought the achievement of “world-class” status
to increase their international clout and access to markets. In addition, the pur-
suit of “world-class” status facilitated a growing demand for the development of
comparable and cross-national indicators of research quality. Within this wider
context, rankings and indexes are viewed with such importance that govern-
ments have formulated policies to reward HEIs that are successful in moving up
the rankings. Across the Asia-Pacific region, some of the Quacquarelli Symonds
(QS) highest-ranking HEIs are located in China, Hong Kong, Japan, Singapore,
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South Korea, and Taiwan (Quacquarelli Symonds, 2017). This indicates that
HEIs in the Asia-Pacific region have enacted successful reforms to internation-
alize and pursue “world-class” status as defined by rankers. However, the quan-
tifiable and unquantifiable costs to HEIs and governments who seek to achieve
this status remain obscured in the media and government records.

In the case of Taiwan, the HEI rankings originate from the Taiwanese govern-
ments’ shifting of its governance philosophy over HE from “government control”
to “government supervision” This came to fruition through the development of
quality assurance mechanisms and the promotion of a performance-driven cul-
ture. In the early 1990s, Taiwan’s Ministry of Education (MOE) commissioned
several agencies to conduct evaluations of programs offered by HEIs (Lo, 2014).
These early evaluations were conducted on an institutional basis; however, lim-
ited resources of these institutions restricted their capability to manage their
evaluations. In response, the Taiwanese government implemented a revision
to the University Law in 1994 to transfer responsibility of conducting evalua-
tions of HEIs to the MOE (Lo, 2014). Further reforms, such as the establish-
ment of the Higher Education Evaluation and Accreditation Council of Taiwan
(HEEACT) in 2005, brought MOE and HEI funding together in maintaining an
independent agency to conduct HE evaluation and accreditation. In 2011, the
HEEACTs role in the HEI ranking system expanded when it began conducting
institution-based evaluations. The aims of such evaluations are to clarify the
goals and missions of HEISs, to identify HEIS strengths and weaknesses, and to
provide suggestions for their improvement. In order for departments of HEIs
to survive, they must pass their evaluations, as departments who fail for two
consecutive years will be requested by the MOE to terminate their enrolment
and operations.

Such an evaluation system raised concerns of how institutional autonomy
is maintained within HEIs in Taiwan. Despite some HEIs being granted the
status of self-accreditation and HEIs having authority to establish their own
regulations on evaluation, the University Evaluation Regulation of 2007 stipu-
lates that HEIs are under obligation to be evaluation by the MOE and its agency
(HEEACT) (Lo, 2014).

Additionally, the creation of the Taiwan Social Science Citation Index
(TSSCI) is considered a breakthrough in the establishment of a research-ori-
ented performance culture in Taiwan’s HE system (Lo, 2014). The purpose of
the TSSCI was to help HEIs achieve “world-class” status, since “world-class”
HEIs are predominantly research-oriented. As a result, the measurement of
HEIS’ performance in Taiwan placed great emphasis on research output. Cita-
tion indices, particularly the SCI (Science Citation Index) and SSCI (Social Sci-
ences Citation Index) from the United States, were considered strong indicators
of the research performance of faculty members. However, the local academic
community strongly opposed using citation indices based in foreign countries
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for the purpose of faculty performance evaluation. Since all major citation indi-
ces were developed for English-language journals, many academics in Taiwan
struggle to publish their research within these journals due to language restric-
tions and cultural bias. Taiwan academics also question how suitable these jour-
nals are for local studies (Lo, 2014).

The issue of HEI rankings in Taiwan has repercussions not only domestically
but also within the Asia-Pacific region. As cross-strait issues, China-Taiwan
relations are a major focus of geopolitical concern, and HE is also a field of
contention between the two sides. Due to Taiwan’s rapidly aging society and
low birth rate, Taiwanese HEIs face a crisis in enrolment shortages (Hsueh,
2018). Taiwan has an issue of brain drain regarding students and academics.
Because of the pressures of rankings and stagnant wages, Taiwanese academics
are increasingly seeking opportunities abroad. One particular issue for Taiwan
is the recruitment of Taiwanese academics and students to China with gener-
ous offers from Chinese HEIs (Cheng, 2018; Hsiao, 2017; Hsueh, 2018). There-
fore, this chapter provides an excellent case study to analyse how HEI rankings
affect geopolitical issues within the Asia-Pacific region. In this case, China, with
its greater financial resources, is capable of attracting HE talent from Taiwan,
which would hurt Taiwan’s competitiveness within the region and globally.

This chapter compares the change in the academic culture of two depart-
ments at National Chengchi University (NCCU). The aim is to examine how
faculty research performance has changed since the implementation of initia-
tives aimed at achieving world-class universities in Taiwan. To be ranked world-
class in any of the three major ranking systems (QS, ARWU, and THE) requires
that faculty publish in top-ranked journals, namely English-language journals.
The result is new pressure on faculty to conduct research and write up results in
a manner accepted by English-language editors. NCCU was chosen for this
study because its focus is primarily social science and the humanities, fields
which have been acutely affected by recent policy changes. NCCU includes nine
colleges: Liberal Arts, Law, Commerce, Science, Foreign Languages, Social Sci-
ences, Communication, International Affairs, and Education. There are thirty-
four departments and forty-eight postgraduate institutes. NCCU has long
been among the top universities in Taiwan and is renowned for its Liberal Arts
and Humanities, Social Sciences, Management, Politics, International Affairs,
Communication, and Education programs. Consequently, a great number of
alumni have worked in the government sector. The two interviewees chosen
were selected based on their seniority of more than twenty-five years in each
department, their service as former administrators, and their experiences sit-
ting on many university promotion and hiring committees. Both have authority
and experience in university policymaking and dealing with academic rewards
and publications. As indicated by these interviewees, NCCU’s reputation was
much more prestigious on a national level before the shift in policy towards
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achieving “world-class” status, as university scholars have shifted their research
interests to more global issues. This change in status has been accompanied by
a reduction of public funding, the degradation of social prestige, and a decline
in the morale of its faculty (Chou & Yang, 2016).

Two initiatives promoted by Taiwan’s MOE inform what research is funded
and rewarded by universities and government: the World-Class Research
University Project (2003) and the Higher Education for Excellence Plan (also
known as the Five-Year-Fifty-Billion Plan). The latter was valued at approxi-
mately US$1.6 billion invested in twelve leading Taiwanese HEIs in 2005. Many
institutions received a renewal of additional funding in 2011 (Chou & Chan,
2016). Over time, these initiatives have prompted a shift in research away
from Mandarin publications and locally relevant topics, towards international,
English-language publications with significantly less relevance to Taiwanese
interests.

University Quality Assurance

Beginning in the 1990s, many vocational/technical colleges were upgraded to
“comprehensive universities,” meaning they were no longer singularly focused
on technical and vocational training and education (TVET) but shifted some
resources to four-year bachelor programs. This direction runs counter to their
original purpose of spurring Taiwan’s economic development. The broad-
ened focus has negatively affected the quality of higher education in Taiwan,
a concern expressed by many since that time (Chou, 2008; Hayhoe, 2002). In
response to this concern, the University Law was again revised in 2001, shifting
the basis of budget allocation to a system of evaluations. In 2005, a professional
evaluation association was commissioned to establish and strengthen quality
assurance (QA) systems in Taiwan’s HEIs (Hou, 2015). In order to improve Tai-
wan’s international academic visibility and competitiveness, most of the QA
criteria was meant to be standardized and quantifiable according to the inter-
national rankers (Chou & Chan, 2016). The indexes used by the QA systems
also derived from journal publications in data sets such as in the SCI, the SSCI,
and the TSSCI. All of these evaluation criteria are paper-oriented and quantity-
driven, and mostly benefit STEM fields, but they have created an environment
wherein quantitative research is highly favoured. Fields which rely more on
intensive, longitudinal, qualitative research face a disadvantage under criteria
that prefer quick results and frequent publication.

Research Framework

This study compares the change in the academic culture via faculty publica-
tion profiles in two departments of Taiwan’s NCCU to measure the impact of
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the recent emphasis on global rankings in Taiwanese higher education. The
departments surveyed, the Department of Education and the Department of
Ethnology, reacted differently to the changes in recent decades. These depart-
ments were chosen as part of an international research project published in
Higher Education Policy, the quarterly journal of the International Association
of Universities (IAU), and funded through the World Universities Network
(WUN). They were selected under the assumption that the drive for interna-
tional research and publication had begun much earlier in science, technology,
engineering, and mathematics (STEM) fields, but that research in education
and ethnology had traditionally been conducted with strong national rather
than global interests in mind, before recent shifts in national and institutional
priorities towards global competitiveness (Post & Chou, 2016).

Two instruments were used to account for these changes: in-depth interviews
with two senior faculty members (one from each department) and an extensive
documentation database of faculty publication over the course of two decades.
Each faculty’s journal publications were recorded for 1993, 2003, and 2013 to
examine how faculty research performance has transformed under the world-
class university ranking and global competition. Yearly publications per faculty
member were averaged for each of the two departments to illustrate changes
in research behaviour. Each publication was tabulated for (1) language of pub-
lication (English, Mandarin, Japanese, or other language) and (2) whether the
research was ultimately published in a national or an international journal.

In-depth interviews were conducted with senior faculty members from
each department to gain further insight into faculty morale, accessibility to
the means of career advancement, changes in the character of academic labour
within the specified fields, and changes in the goals and direction of knowledge
production. The open-ended questions used for these interviews are listed in
the appendix.

Short-Term Outcomes of World-Class Policies

Each individual university, along with Taiwan’s Ministry of Education, must
be compliant with the new QA systems, which monitor publication records
of individual faculty members in international and domestic journals. In
response, each university in Taiwan established its own strategy to increase
international visibility, enhance scholarship, and increase scholarly contribu-
tions (Mok, 2014). In terms of quantity of publication, these measures have
been remarkably successful. In 1981, only 543 academic papers were published
in Taiwan, accounting for 0.12 per cent of global publication that year. By 2012,
that number had increased to more than 26,000, 2.07 per cent of global publica-
tion (Kuo & Liu, 2014). According to the interviewee from the Department of
Ethnology at NCCU, measures taken by the university since 2013 have made
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the department “more comprehensive,” with a “faculty that has more diverse
backgrounds and research interests. We have anthropology, education, history,
geography, linguistics; we are more like a comprehensive way to observe ethnic
culture”

Although these measures have contributed to improved rankings and global
exposure in the short term, academic staff in Taiwan’s leading universities, espe-
cially those in social sciences and humanities, are increasingly experiencing
pressure to “publish globally or perish locally” (Hanafi, 2011). The interviewee
from the Department of Ethnology explained, “Those who embrace and benefit
from this international journal game reinforce it and contribute to the pressure
for all to comply if they want to survive” Interviewees indicated that new hires
to their departments were hired in large part because of their perceived poten-
tial to publish in international journals, indicating a significant shift towards a
global perspective for the next generation of faculty.

Owing to various initiatives implemented by the government and HEIs
in Taiwan, Taiwan’s scholarly publications, international visibility, university
rankings, and overall publications in SSCI-recognized journals have risen. In
the 2015 QS World University Rankings, National Taiwan University (NTU)
ranked seventieth in the world and has been in the top 100 universities since
2009 (Quacquarelli Symonds, 2015). Simultaneously, Taiwan’s research pub-
lication output in SSCI-recognized journals increased by over 56 per cent,
from 2,298 to 3,590, between 2008 and 2013 (World of Science, 2014). Despite
its increase in publication output though, Taiwan’s academic impact rank-
ings have improved only incrementally, gains which may not justify the cost
to nationally focused scholarship and faculty morale. All the while, Western
nations such as the United States continue to maintain their dominant posi-
tion in terms of academic impact. This indicates that, despite Taiwan’s ambi-
tious policies towards achieving world-class universities, its research has not
improved in terms of international competitiveness based on the criteria of
WOS (World of Science), a major “world-class university” citation database
(World of Science, 2014).

Three Decades of Publication

Findings suggest that although international visibility has improved over the
period in question, overemphasis on rankings and citation indices has strained
the morale of academic labour, narrowed the pathway to academic career
advancement, and encouraged research that favours global trends over national
interests. As shown in table 4.1, the publication rates remained constant in
both departments prior to 2003, when policy incentives to publish in English
or in international journals had yet to be implemented. After these incentives
were introduced, university faculty in the Department of Education published
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Table 4.1. Three Decades of Publication in Two Departments

Average number of papers published
per faculty member

Year Ethnology Education
1993 0.78 1.48
2003 0.78 1.67
2013 1.3 417

significantly more journal articles. There was also an increase of journal pub-
lications among faculty in the Department of Ethnology, but to a much lesser
degree.

Examination of the papers published in academic journals supports these
conclusions. In the three years examined (1993, 2003, and 2013), eighty-nine
published papers were surveyed from the Department of Education (thirty-two
in 1993, twenty-five in 2003, and thirty-two in 2013), and twenty-seven papers
(seven, seven, and thirteen papers in each respective year) from the Depart-
ment of Ethnology. In education, articles submitted to Mandarin publications
shifted from 90.6 per cent in 1993 to 100 per cent in 2003 and to 65.6 per cent
in 2013. In ethnology, only one paper was published in English in the years
surveyed.

In the Department of Education, the papers submitted in English in 1993
came from only a handful of faculty members, most of whom were junior
faculty who specialized in statistics or quantitative research methodologies.
In 2013, however, there was a significant increase in submissions to English-
language or international journals, as well as co-authorships from a larger per-
centage of faculty. This may be due, in part, to the increased pressure to publish
in internationally recognized journals, especially considering the institution of
a probationary period for newly hired faculty in 2005 that gave strong incen-
tives to publish frequently and globally. However, in ethnology, the publication
of journal articles fluctuated in the years surveyed. Only seven publications
were noted each in 1993 and in 2003, and although four new faculty members
were hired, that number only increased to ten in 2013.

Within the two departments, there was a significant divergence in the source
of publishers utilized to publish research articles. In the Department of Ethnol-
ogy, 28.3 per cent of publications were published through Taiwanese publishers
in 1993, while the other 71.7 per cent of articles were published in Mainland
China. However, researchers surged to Taiwan in 2003 and 2013, inverting the
trend completely. In the Department of Education, faculty members published
mostly through Taiwanese publishers before 2003, but shifted their attention to
international journals afterwards. As discussed above, the shift to international
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journals and to higher expectations for frequency of publication has coincided
with higher strain on faculty members and a likely divergence from research
priorities that are aligned with local and national interests in favour of those of
more global significance.

Faculty Voices

Two senior faculty who had been working in their respective department for
more than twenty-five years participated in an extensive interview based on
the questions indicated above. The interviews suggest that between 1993 and
2013, hiring and faculty promotion became more dependent on English writing
ability and journal publication rates. Additionally, interviewees indicated that
anxiety and morale have worsened, and the role of the “public intellectual” has
diminished in Taiwanese society as expectations for publication in SSCI-recog-
nized journals have risen. Despite the efforts and sacrifices made to achieve the
goals of these recent policy changes, those interviewed expressed doubts about
the benefits reaped from them.

The interviewee from the Department of Education expressed misgivings
about the impact of Taiwanese academics both domestically and internation-
ally, despite the proliferation of international research in recent years. “There
is a growing international presence, but what kind of impact is there for the
international community? I think that there is no significant growth in the field
of education. In academic circles abroad, the academic influence of Chinese
scholars is still insufficient. As for domestic academic circles, their English peri-
odicals cannot be read. On the contrary, scholars of the older generation [have]
a chance to be accepted by the Taiwanese public because of their publication of
a Mandarin book”

The themes of research topics include the term “global” more often as the
audience targeted by faculty in Taiwan consists predominantly of international
journal editors in the US and UK. This suggests that researchers may be forgo-
ing research on issues that specifically affect Taiwan in favour of more broadly
global issues. The interviewee from the Department of Ethnology asserted that
“internationalization of journals is not a bad thing, but I think ... that Taiwan’s
politics should be internationalized, and academics should be localized. We are
doing it backwards. Localization is not to say that [a researcher] can only do
Taiwanese research, but ... after you take root [in Taiwan], you can go abroad
and present your ideas. It will be more meaningful than it otherwise would have
been to the international academic community”

Greater numbers of publications in international journals have also shifted
the language used in writing up research in Taiwan. International publications
often require academic research to be published in the English language, which
makes such research less accessible for Taiwanese audiences. The interviewee
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from the Department of Education described this, saying, “In the past, the uni-
versity was not at all interested in English. But now it is swinging to the other
extreme: you have to contribute mainly in English. If you submit in English,
you will be more prominent” As observed in Taiwan, English-language writing
ability now acts as a proxy measure for academic merit despite the fact that it is
a non-English-speaking academic community. The same interviewee went on
to explain that the emphasis on English-language publication deters researchers
from publishing in the way that they had before the globalization trends took
hold: with books. “Focusing on English publications, and disregarding special
books, means that local people cannot benefit from their research” Overem-
phasis on international publication also limits the time and energy academics
have for social engagement, teaching, and public discourse.

Regarding the language of publication, in 1993 and 2003 all publications
from the Department of Education were in Mandarin, and the department was
focused on publication of books, rather than papers in academic journals. The
professor from that department explained that, “At that time, a lot of books were
published, because they could take books to the National Science Council and
apply for rewards” In fact, “it would be very strange to use English. Local jour-
nals may not even accept submissions in English. However, after 2003, research
published by the faculty in Mandarin declined from 100% to 74% and were
replaced by papers published in English” (Chou & Chan, 2017). Alternatively,
faculty in ethnology continued to publish their research in Mandarin through-
out the period and publication rates remained relatively low compared to the
rates seen in education (1.3 papers per person in 2013). “We have poor research
performance based on the current evaluation criteria but teaching quality is
good ... The teachers of the ethnic minority, as a whole, are very good at teach-
ing,” explains the ethnology professor. “Our service in terms of social partici-
pation and contribution, especially to Minority people and communities, is
impressive and typically well received. We serve many leading policy makers
on minority studies but lack academic visibility.”

Between the two disciplines, there were significant differences in promo-
tions. In the Department of Ethnology, promotions were less common than
in the Department of Education. Factors that contribute to this disparity may
include a unique culture within the respective departments; different method-
ologies preferred by the respective fields of study, which may favour or inhibit
higher frequency of publication; or even each department’s level of morale; but
the data and interviews from the two departments indicate that research output
in internationally recognized English-language journals contributes to promo-
tion success (Chou & Chan, 2017).

Responses from the interviewees reinforced this correlation. The interviewee
from the Department of Ethnology explained their frustration with the lack
of recognition for publications that were not in English, saying, “I have three
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very important papers, all of which I published in journals that yielded zero
credit. Qinghai, Ningxia, and Gansu, China, three of the best academic jour-
nals” The interviewee from the Department of Education also expressed mis-
givings: “Because of the publication pressure at NCCU, the newer faculty are
driven to publish more journal articles, especially for SSCI credit, so they can
get promotions as soon as possible” The interviewee goes on to lament what
they believe has been lost in this process, saying, “NCCU used to be proud of
producing books, and the faculty wasn't encouraged to publish journal articles
before 2003. Although NCCU has expanded the publication of journal articles,
books are shrinking to a great extent.”

Conclusion

A decade has passed since the 2010 higher education reforms were imple-
mented in Taiwan to improve higher education quality and increase interna-
tional visibility and competitiveness. Various effects can be observed within
Taiwan’s HE system, and although international visibility has improved,
there are some trends of concern regarding research publication, accessibil-
ity of research for local audiences, and the role of teaching in academia. The
linkage between these factors also impacts epistemic viability of knowledge
produced by Taiwanese universities. As seen in the findings above, journal
publications have now become the task of utmost importance for university
and college faculty. Promotions and rank are now more dependent on the
number of SSCI, SCI, and TSSCI publications an academic has published.
This has led to a gradual diminishing and devaluing of the teaching and
“public intellectual” role of an HEI faculty member and funnelled academic
labour into a mentality of publication for the sake of career advancement
rather than for epistemological advancement or national interests (Chou &
Chan, 2017).

A “winner takes all” environment amongst colleagues has emerged in Tai-
wan’s HEIs. As a result, in certain departments, promotions are dependent on
a narrow set of criteria, and many faculty members lack opportunities for such
promotions. Due to promotions being overly dependent on the publications
of faculty member and whether they are published in SSCI-, SCI-, or TSSCI-
relevant journals, such output is produced by a small number of faculty. In the
case of the Department of Education, faculty members published significantly
more articles than they did prior to the enactment of higher education reforms.
Further research could clarify the implications of this trend, which may sug-
gest that research topics are being geared to appeal to journal editors despite
not being locally relevant. In the case of the Department of Ethnology, its low
publication rate and predominantly Mandarin-language medium indicates that
certain disciplines are less vulnerable to institutional pressure to meet standards
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deemed necessary for institutions to become “world-class universities.” As sug-
gested above, this may be due to a number of factors, including the academic
culture within the Department of Ethnology and the different methods of eth-
nological research.

The Taiwanese government’s response to the pressures of competitive uni-
versity rankings has been to introduce a series of reform policies that emphasize
quantitative research and a new probation and self-evaluation system designed
to monitor faculty research output. The phenomenon of “publish globally or
perish locally” has thus emerged, especially in the humanities and social sci-
ences, which comes at the expense of local policy issues and academic visibility
to taxpayers. Although there is evidence that policymakers are responding to
the issues discussed in this study (Chou et al., 2013), further reform would be
welcome, especially by faculty from institutes of technology, whose practical
skills and knowledge have been neglected in the current promotion system.
Though the SSCI-focused mentality has been imbedded in all faculty reward
and evaluation systems across Taiwan, social concerns and awareness about the
preceding issues have been more and more evident and accepted as grounds
for change. It is likely that additional multi-channel alternatives will come into
effect in future, and it is hoped that the “publish globally and perish locally”
phenomenon will be considered along with the inevitable drive for global tal-
ents and human resources in forthcoming policy. NCCU, as one of Taiwan’s
most vulnerable HEIs under the current paper-driven policy, should also take
the lead in researching world-class university rankings from postmodern
perspectives.

Ultimately, this research highlights the costs that have been incurred as a
result of Taiwan’s increasing pursuit of “world-class” status for its HEIs. Despite
the number of publications increasing overall, the lack of increase in the inter-
national academic impact at the expense of local relevancy and academic
diversity indicates that publication quantity is being pursued while academic
excellence is yet to be achieved. The current world-class university policy is not
justifiable and comprehensive enough to convince many academics in Taiwan.
It will be of the utmost importance for policymakers in Taiwan to consider how
past reforms have placed greater academic strain on faculty members and may
be directing research goals away from those aligned with local and national
interests towards more global issues. These issues have already caused damage
to morale in many academic settings and have the potential to exacerbate the
gender disparity in education and direct the valuable academic talent available
in Taiwan away from its original goal: the improvement of Taiwanese society.
When considering renewing old reforms or enacting new ones, policymakers
would significantly benefit from taking the outcomes of past reforms into con-
sideration in order to enhance Taiwan’s higher education for the benefit of all
in Taiwan.
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Appendix
Interview Questions:

1. What has been the research direction of faculty from your department
from 1993 to 2013? What are the main forms of publication?

2. What are key factors that have changed your academic publications in
terms of topics and languages selected since your first publication? How
may these factors be related to the regular appraisal/publication assess-
ment implemented by your university?

3. NCCU has encouraged faculty to publish papers in international aca-
demic journals. How has this requirement affected your department?

4. Is there considerable pressure on your department to meet deadlines or
quotas for research? Specifically, what are the constraints and expecta-
tions on young faculty members?

5. What is the ratio of submissions to domestic and foreign journals in your
department? What is the ratio between Chinese and foreign language
publications?

6. What changes have you observed in publication topics and languages over
the years since 1993 by your colleagues in your own department? Similar
or dissimilar, and in what ways?

7. How is the regular appraisal/publication assessment in your university
related to the national scheme of research assessment or ranking if there
is any?

8. What are the advantages and disadvantages of the research assessments
used in your university since the 1980s?

9. What problems have you and the other members of your department’s
faculty encountered regarding promotion?

10. How have hiring practices changed for your department? What qualifica-
tions and experiences does NCCU look for when hiring new faculty?



5 What Counts in Research?
Dysfunction in Knowledge
Creation and Moving Beyond

HEATHER MORRISON

A Brief History of Journals, Bibliometrics, and Rankings

In 1665, two scholarly entrepreneurs independently seized the potential of the
printing press and the postal system and invented the modern scholarly jour-
nal. Guédon’s (2001) In Oldenburg’s Long Shadow presents an overview of the
history of the scholarly peer-reviewed journal from its inception in 1665 with
Oldenburg’s Philosophical Transactions and de Sallos Journal des S¢avans to the
end of the twentieth century. The idea of peer review has evolved over time,
but the format of journals has remained largely the same. Odlyzko (1994) pre-
dicted the impending demise of scholarly journals. Print and mail are in the
process of becoming obsolete as the standard for production and dissemination
of scholarly work, as it becomes electronic and web-based. The continuity of the
print-based format, with online journals closely resembling print ones, reflects
acceptance of the scholarly journal article as the gold standard for publication
in many academic disciplines.

The growth of scholarly journals and articles since 1665 has been remarkably
constant. This was first documented by Price (1963, p. 17) in Little Science, Big
Science and updated by Mabe and Amin (2001) and Mabe (2003). There is an
average annual scholarly journal and article growth rate of about 3-3.5 per cent
per year from the 1600s to the present day. If there were still just two scholarly
journals producing a small volume of articles on an annual basis, it would be
feasible for every scholar to read every scholarly article. However, as the volume
of production grew, journals began to specialize in particular disciplines and
sub-disciplines, at rates varying with the growth of the disciplines.

As production continued to increase, specialization was not enough. Gué-
don (2001) argues that the growing numbers of journals was the inspiration
for a tendency to want to define “core journals” The purpose of the “core jour-
nal” concept was to address two problems that arose as the number of journals
grew. One problem was the “serials crisis” documented by the Association of
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Research Libraries (1989), a combination of increasing numbers of journals
and average price rises for journals beyond inflation, year after year, leading
libraries to cancel subscriptions. A second problem was the increasing difficulty
scholars had in keeping up with the growing literature. In that sense, identifying
“core journals” would help busy scholars prioritize their readings and publica-
tion venues.

Garfield (1955) proposed “a bibliographic system for science literature that
can eliminate the uncritical citation of fraudulent, incomplete, or obsolete data
by making it possible for the conscientious scholar to be aware of criticisms
of earlier papers” (p. 108). Another proposed purpose of this system was to
facilitate communication among scientists. It was in this article that Garfield
first coined the term “impact factor” (IF), a then-hypothetical measure of the
influence of a highly cited article.

Garfield (2006) describes the history of the development of citation
indexing and IF. With support from the US National Institutes of Health,
IF became the basis for the development of first the Genetics Citation Index
and later the Science Citation Index. IF is a metric applied to journals rather
than articles. It is based on two elements: a numerator consisting of the num-
ber of citations in the current year to items published in a particular journal
in the previous two years, and the denominator, the number of substantive
reviews and articles published in the same two years. In other words, IF is
the average number of citations to an article in a particular journal for the
previous two years. IF varies considerably by discipline and sub-discipline,
as well as by journal, and is often evaluated on the basis of the status by
quartile within a discipline.

The Science Citation Index developed by Garfield and colleagues in 1961
has morphed and grown into Web of Science, including the Science Citation
Index, the Social Science Citation Index, the Arts and Humanities Citation
Index, the Emerging Sources Citation Index, the Book Citation Index, and the
Conference Proceedings Citation Index, in addition to optional specialized
collections. Web of Science is one of a suite of interrelated products produced
and sold by Clarivate Analytics (until recently published by Thomson Reuters)
and is the basis for their Journal Citation Reports, which provides reports of
journal IF.

Figure 5.1 illustrates the relationship and evolution of the core products
related to research and research metrics offered by Clarivate Analytics. The ini-
tial core underlying product is a massive database of citations to journal articles,
Web of Science. The research discovery tool called Web of Science is extensively
used by researchers at university and research libraries for research discovery.
The same underlying metadata is used for the traditional Journal Citation
Reports (JCR). This is the tool originally envisioned by Garfield as a means of
identifying a set of “core” or most highly cited journals so that researchers could
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Figure 5.1. Core Clarivate products

‘Web of Science
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Journal Citation Reports: InCites Essential Science
Web of Science: university and research Research organizations, Indicators
university and research libraries, publishers, funders Research organizations.
libraries university r‘ankings funding agencies, ?
agencies ’

publishers

Created by the author

prioritize these for reading and libraries for purchase. JCR is important as a
branding tool for publishers. JCR is also used by university rankings agencies.
On the right, more recent tools InCites and Essential Science Indicators focus
exclusively on metrics for evaluation. These are tools for measuring researchers,
not assisting researchers in their work.

At a surface level, information on different pages on the Clarivate website
might appear confusing and contradictory. This is because Clarivate offers
services to a diverse group of stakeholders with different goals that are not
always compatible. On the JCR website, Clarivate claims that JCR “gives
you a systematic, objective means to evaluate the world’s leading scientific
and scholarly journals. By analysing citation references ... JCR measures
research influence and impact at the journal and category levels, and shows
the relationship between citing and cited journals” (Clarivate Analytics,
n.d.). JCR includes 11,000 journals from over 230 disciplines. This is about
a third of the total active peer-reviewed journals reported by Ware and
Mabe (2015) in a recent state-of-the-industry overview report produced for
the International Association of Scientific, Technical and Medical Publish-
ers (STM) (28,100 in the English language, 6,450 in languages other than
English).

The target markets for JCR, according to the Clarivate website as of October
16, 2018, are librarians, to inform purchase and cancellation decisions; pub-
lishers and editors, to assess the effectiveness of journals in the marketplace;
researchers, to identify the most influential journals in which to publish; and
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research managers and information analysts, to “track publication and citation
patterns to aid your strategy and policy decisions”

Clarivate Analytics’ (n.d.) web advice on the suitability of the use of JCR and
other data derived from Web of Science in research assessment is dependent
on the target audience of their different products. There is a marked contrast
between advice on the JCR website (librarians as the primary target audience)
and InCites (research organizations and funding and policy organizations as
the primary target audiences).

On the JCR website, Clarivate warns against the use of IF in assessing journal
quality, stating that “Clarivate Analytics does not depend on the impact factor
alone in assessing the usefulness of a journal, and neither should anyone else ...
The impact factor should be used with informed peer review. In the case of
academic evaluation for tenure it is sometimes inappropriate to use the impact
of the source journal to estimate the expected frequency of a recently published
article. Again, the impact factor should be used with informed peer review.
Citation frequencies for individual articles are quite varied”

In contrast, the title of the Clarivate website for InCites (like JCR, based on
Web of Science data) states that it is “an objective analysis of people, programs
and peers [emphasis added]” Recommended use of InCites data for assessing
individual researchers as a primary use is implied for each target audience in
their “Who’s it for” section. For research organizations, InCites is presented as
a means to “identify and manage research activities and their impact,” as well
as to “identify experts” For funding organizations, uses suggested include to
“identify emerging ... researchers and experts” and to “manage funding activ-
ity from submissions to progress reports through outcomes.” This assumes that
emerging researchers and experts can be objectively identified through Web of
Science data - i.e., researchers who publish in high-IF journals are presumably
“emerging” and “expert.” It is also assumed that publication in high-IF journals
and high citation counts are objective measures of the quality of research. Pub-
lishers are told that InCites provides a means to “identify the best authors and
reviewers.”

Ware and Mabe (2015) discuss increasing industry criticism of the use of
citation data, particularly IF, to judge the quality of individual researchers
and departments. Will this industry recognition lead to change, and if so,
what form will this change take? Based on major university rankings agen-
cies’ descriptions of their methods and Elsevier’s (n.d.) description of Scopus,
it appears that an evolution from journal-based metrics (IF) to bibliometrics
based on individual works (articles, books and book chapters, conference
proceedings) has already taken place in a large sector of the market. This
shift addresses a major technical critique of IF: using journal IF as a surrogate
for article impact. Elsevier’s Scopus is the major source of data for the Times
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Higher Education (THE) and Quacquarelli Symonds (QS) World University
Rankings, among others.

Assessment of research and researchers is often conducted by researchers
themselves, for example in promotion and tenure decisions and in review of
grant applications. While university rankings systems are moving towards
article-level metrics, researchers’ own practices are deeply ingrained in aca-
demic culture and continue to rely primarily on IE. Stephan, Veugelers, & Wang
(2017) discuss what they call “back-door bibliometrics,” in which researchers
and reviewers report and/or use journal IF in assessment even when this is not
required. They also discuss the formal use of bibliometric indicators, such as
the use of rankings derived from journal IF in Spain in promotion and salary
increase decisions, and the payment of bonuses in China according to the pres-
tige of the journal in which a researcher is published. In some regions such as
Flanders and Brazil, journal IF is used in allocating resources to universities.

When researchers focus on their own areas of specialization, one might
assume that they have the background knowledge to understand commonly
used metrics. However, reliance on measures and surrogate measures of jour-
nal and article influence is common, although research metrics per se is not a
common research specialty. To fully understand university rankings, we need
to know who produces the data that feeds into the rankings and how they pro-
duce it.

Elsevier’s Scopus data is the basis for 38.5 per cent of the ranking for the
THE’s World University Rankings (WUR) (THE, 2018, pp. 82-3). Citations or
research influence account for 30 per cent of the THEWUR. These are based on
“almost 62 million citations to more than 12.4 million journal articles, article
reviews, conference proceedings and book and book chapters published over
5 years” According to the THE (2018), these data “help to show us how much
each university is contributing to the sum of human knowledge ... whose
research has stood out ... [and] been picked up and built on by other schol-
ars” (p. 83). THE’s “Research Productivity” is a count of the “number of papers
published in the academic journals indexed by Elsevier’s Scopus per scholar,
scaled for institutional size and normalised for subject” Under “Institutional
Outlook,” “International Collaboration” is a measure of the portion of the uni-
versity’s total research journal publications that have at least one international
co-author. The title paper of the THE report states that the work is “in partner-
ship with Elsevier”

QS (2018) World University Rankings uses citations per faculty, a straight-
forward count of citations to the works of scholars at the university being evalu-
ated, using the Scopus database. Maclean’s (Dwyer, 2017) added bibliometrics
indicators in 2015, publications per faculty and a field-weighted citation impact
factor, drawn from Scopus.
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New or Alternative Metrics-Based Approaches

Article metrics is at present in a process of rapid evolution. Several basic trends
are observable: a shift from journal- to article-level citation metrics, discussed
above; new types of metrics or altmetrics that illustrate different types of indica-
tors of usage, such as views, downloads, and social media usage; and inclusion
of metrics and links to downstream citing articles, social media, and so forth
on publisher websites. In this section, I present a brief overview illustrating
the rapid implementation of diverse approaches, explain in plain terms what
researchers and publishers in this area are aiming to accomplish, and argue
that while some aspects of these developments are useful for research, there is
a problematic lack of critical reflection on the impact of these developments.

In 2012, Haustein published a comprehensive book on the technical details
and flaws of scholarly bibliometrics as of that time, concluding with a recom-
mendation for a multidimensional approach to metrics to overcome the flaws
evident in any one method. Many other authors, such as Khodiyar, Rowlett, &
Lawrence (2014), have similarly discussed the changing nature of assessment
of scholarly work.

At present, the state of practice has far outpaced scholarly conceptions of new
approaches. As discussed in the previous section, while researchers continue
to assume that the journal IF is state of the art in metrics-based evaluation,
major university rankings and the world’s largest commercial scholarly journal
publisher, Elsevier, have already moved to article-level citation metrics using
data from Scopus.

Meanwhile, publishing practice already reflects heavy use of new or altmet-
rics that include and go beyond citations. The state of practice can be easily
observed by browsing the websites of scholarly journals.

Box 5.1 illustrates a typical metrics display for a scholarly journal. To see this in
action, go to the home page of Elsevier’s Journal of Economic Development. On the
right-hand side of the page is a means for readers to filter articles that includes the

Box 5.1. Typical metrics display for a scholarly journal

2018 Metrics of Journal X

 Impact factor: 3

 5-year impact factor: 3.5

» CiteScore: 2

o Source Normalized Impact per Paper: 1.8
 SCImago Journal Rank (SJR): 3.2
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Box 5.2. Article metrics for imaginary article

Imaginary Education Journal
Article metrics for: Emergency online teaching
Online attention: total altmetric score 3,000

o 2,700 tweets

150 blog mentions

50 Instagram shares

» On 50 Facebook pages

o Re-posted by 50 news outlets

This Almetric score means that the article is:

o The most shared article of this journal this year
o The tenth most shared article in all education journals published this year

options “most downloaded” and “most cited” On the left-hand side of the page is
a list of five journal metrics and a link to “view more on journal insights”; this page
includes even more metrics. Each metric has an icon “I” for more information;
hovering over the icon brings forward the technical explanation for each metric.

Box 5.2 illustrates a typical breakdown of altmetrics by social media site. To
see this in action, scroll down the home page of Nature’s open access journal
Scientific Reports to see a section called “Trending,” with the word “Altmetric”
prominently displayed at the top left-hand corner.

Clicking on the top trending article by altmetric (dinosaur article) reveals
more detail about the metrics involved. On February 12, 2019, there were 0
citations from Web of Science. Online Attention indicates tweeting, Facebook,
and media attention as illustrated in the following figures. Figure 3 shows total
citations, online attention, and the altmetrics score. Figure 4 illustrates further
detail that can be found by scrolling down from figure 3, a clickable list of media
references, and an option to switch to scientific blogs, as well as a map illustrat-
ing Twitter references and a list of tweeting countries in descending order by
number of tweets. Further down on the page are explanations of terms and
sources.

These Elsevier and Nature journals each report new or altmetrics, but not
the same ones. Why? Elsevier uses citation data from its own product, Scopus.
Nature Publishing Group uses citation data from Clarivate’s Web of Science and
CrossRef for Scientific Reports rather than Scopus data. Could this be because
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the two companies are rivals? Nature owns Springer, the world’s second-largest
commercial scholarly publisher and hence a major competitor for Elsevier. Per-
haps Nature prefers not to display Elsevier’s Scopus data, or it might be that
Elsevier prefers not to provide Nature with a reasonable price for use of Scopus
data by a competitor.

Public Library of Science (PLOS, n.d.) provides a detailed explanation of
their article-level metrics (ALMs). PLOS defines ALMs as “quantifiable mea-
sures that document the many ways in which both scientists and the general
public engage with published research” Suggested uses of ALMs for research-
ers are to communicate impact in general and to funders, to raise a researcher’s
career profile, and to find collaborators.

Calls for Change in Research Assessment

DORA

The first major call to action is the 2012 San Francisco Declaration on Research
Assessment (DORA), initiated by the American Society for Cell Biology. DORAs
(2012) recommendations state “the need to eliminate the use of journal-based
metrics such as Journal Impact Factors in funding, appointment, and promo-
tion considerations” (emphasis added). As of October 2018, DORA has been
endorsed by over 600 organizations and 13,000 individuals, myself included.
DORA (2012) does not question the concept of measurement per se, stat-
ing, “Funding agencies, institutions that employ scientists, and scientists them-
selves, all have a desire, and need, to assess the quality and impact of scientific
outputs. It is thus imperative that scientific output is measured accurately and
evaluated wisely” Implicit in DORA 1is an assumption that the peer-reviewed
journal article will continue to be the most frequent means of dissemination of
new knowledge in the foreseeable future. Development of metrics to include
new forms of research outputs such as datasets and software is encouraged.
DORA includes general recommendations and specific recommendations
for funding agencies, institutions, publishers, organizations that supply metrics,
and researchers. Researchers, when involved in committees making decisions
such as hiring, promotion, and tenure, are encouraged to make assessments
based on scientific content rather than publication metrics. One of the deficien-
cies of all citation-based metrics noted in DORA is a skew towards review arti-
cles, as authors tend to cite review articles rather than the original works that are
reviewed. Publishers and researchers are called upon to encourage authors to
cite original research. It is recommended that funding agencies and institutions
“consider a broad range of impact measures including qualitative indicators
of research impact, such as influence on policy and practice” (DORA, 2012).
However, publishers are encouraged to “make available a range of article-level
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metrics” and researchers to “use a range of article metrics and indicators,” which
suggests a deeper quantitative rather than a qualitative approach. Publishers
are asked to “encourage responsible authorship practices and the provision of
information about the specific contributions of each author” Qualitative infor-
mation about author contributions would appear to advance the potential for
enhanced qualitative assessment.

Leiden Manifesto

A group of self-described scientometricians, social scientists, and research
administrators highlights some of the major issues with journal IF and other
metrics and lists ten principles to guide research evaluation, principles crys-
tallized at the nineteenth annual Conference on Science and Technology
Conference Indicators, held in Leiden in 2014; hence this list is referred to as
the Leiden Manifesto (Hicks et al., 2015). The Leiden Manifesto (http://www
Jeidenmanifesto.org) has been translated into eighteen languages.

The first principle states, “Quantitative evaluation should support qualita-
tive, expert assessment.” The authors cite an “impact factor obsession,” stat-
ing that “soaring interest in one crude measure - the average citation counts
of items published in a journal in the past two years — illustrates the crisis in
research evaluation.” Critique of metrics is not limited to IE. Simple publication
counts can be problematic as well. An example is provided of a relatively low
rating of a group of European historians in a national peer-review exercise sim-
ply because historians tend to write books rather than journal articles. H-index
increases with the researcher’s age, even if the researcher does not produce new
papers. The h-index is also database-dependent. Computer scientists can have
an h-index of 10 in Web of Science but 20-30 in Google Scholar. Precision
matters: “a single highly cited publication slightly improves the position of a
university in a ranking that is based on percentile indicators, but may propel the
university from the middle to the top of a ranking built on citation averages.”
The authors suggest that relying on a single measure will “invite gaming and
goal displacement (in which the measurement becomes the goal),” and one of
their proposed solutions is multiple metrics.

Leiden Principle 2 is to “measure performance against the research missions
of the institution, group or researcher” There is no single metric that makes
sense in every research context. For example, consider an action research
project designed to help a community group address an issue of concern to
them. Ideally, design of the project’s goals and evaluation measures should be
undertaken in consultation with, or led by, the community group. The opti-
mal measures of success would probably be real-world indicators of change.
Homeless people want homes, not citations to articles about homelessness.
Publication of results, written in plain language, in venues that are physically
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and intellectually accessible to the community, such as the community’s own
newsletter or blog or a local workshop, may be more effective in meeting the
goals of the research than publication in scholarly journals using academic
jargon that the group may not have access to or understand, or presentations at
scholarly conferences that group members cannot afford to attend. The same
principles would apply to academic/industry and academic/government col-
laborations. This is not to say that traditional academic ideas of excellence do
not apply, but rather that measuring excellence by number of publications and
citations in prestigious journals is not the optimal way to evaluate every type
of research project.

Leiden Principle 3 states, “Protect excellence in locally relevant research”
One example of the problem is Spanish law, which states the desirability of
Spanish scholars publishing in high-impact journals. In sociology, the highest
impact factor journals are published in English in the United States; likely as
a result of this, highly cited Spanish sociologists are those who focus on either
abstract models or US social problems.

Science Europe’s New Vision for More Meaningful
Research Assessment

In July 2017, Science Europe (2017a), a non-profit organization based in Brus-
sels representing major research organizations across Europe, issued a posi-
tion statement “on a new vision for more meaningful research assessment.”
The preamble contrasts the broad impact of research on society, often gained
through a gradual development of new knowledge, with metrics designed to
measure the impact of a specific study, and it points out that it is not always
possible to connect societal impact with a particular research study. The pre-
amble goes on to discuss the concept of the value of research, a broader notion
of research impact that includes societal values. Societal progress draws from
both research outputs and other sources; too narrow an emphasis on concrete
impact may generate unintended, and not necessarily beneficial, effects on
research activity.

The conclusion states, “There is great diversity in the ways in which
research brings its immense value to society. Some of these ways are indi-
rect or intangible and cannot easily be measured by strictly defined impact
assessment criteria. Others are long-term or unpredictable and may not yet
be visible at the time that the research is evaluated ... ultimately, the best way
to maximise the value of research to society is by ensuring that the research
produced meets the highest standards of quality and excellence” Science
Europe’s statement emphasizes the importance of trust between researchers
and society. This is reflected in Priority 2 of Science Europe’s (2017b) Tail-
linn Call for Action, which calls for research organizations and funders to
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“recognise a broad notion of impact that acknowledges the societal value of
research for policy and practice” and asks policymakers, research funders,
and academics to “foster the necessary cultural change to embrace the broad
notion of impact.”

Implementation of change in approaches to research evaluation is in an early
stage. In September 2018, the European Commission endorsed Plan S, an ambi-
tious plan to accelerate the transition to open access publishing, and cOAlition S,
an organization focused on achieving the goals of Plan S; “the way we evaluate
research outputs” is identified as one of the barriers to change (Plan S, n.d.). Sci-
ence Europe’s president Marc Schiltz (2018), in a statement called Why Plan S,
states, “We commit to fundamentally revise the incentive and reward system of
science, using the San Francisco Declaration on Research Assessment (DORA)
as a starting point” The basic idea is for all funding agencies, particularly
Europe but the aspirations are to inspire change globally, to commit to chang-
ing how research is evaluated, from traditional to new or altmetrics. It will be
interesting to observe progress towards implementation of this ambitious plan
over the next few years.

Discussion
Metrics vs. Quality in Research

Can metric systems capture the essentially qualitative nature of the concept
of quality in research? The main goal driving development of citation index-
ing as described by Garfield in 1955 was so that researchers could track for-
ward from published work to citing works that might point out critique of
the original. I argue that the whole idea of using metrics to assess the quality
of research and researchers is relatively new and has not received the criti-
cal attention that it deserves. This section aims to begin applying scholarly
critique to this area.

As DORA notes, there is a skew in citations towards review articles
rather than original research. This raises a question: If researchers are citing
review articles rather than original research, are they even reading the origi-
nal research, never mind tracking downstream citations? If we assume that
review articles contain all the important information from every reviewed
article, capture it accurately, and that the original articles are never critiqued,
retracted, or refuted by subsequent research, then reading review articles
is not problematic, but then there would be no need for citation linking to
uncover critique.

Current approaches to research assessment assume that when it comes to
scholarly publishing, more is better. Given the constant increase in the volume
of production of scholarly works and the availability of citation indexing to
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permit more careful checking, shouldn't researchers today be spending rela-
tively more time reading rather than publishing? If they were, wouldn’t they
be publishing less rather than more? Assessment systems based on the premise
that more is better seem likely to risk increasing errors such as invalid results.
Research into current practice would be helpful. One might survey researchers
on whether they actually read all of the works that they cite, whether they rely
on secondary sources such as reviews or go to the originals, and whether they
use citation indexes to check downstream citing sources. Or one might analyse
written publications to see whether there are errors that might have been caught
with more in-depth reading.

Advancing our knowledge requires questioning underlying assumptions
in addition to building on existing work. Two assumptions in the area of
research assessment that should be challenged are that “impact” itself is
necessarily positively correlated with good-quality work and that impact is
inherently desirable. The second most highly cited retracted paper according
to the Retraction Watch (n.d.) blog is the infamous 1998 paper by Wakefield
et al. published in the highly prestigious journal Lancet, purporting to make
a connection between vaccination and autism. This article has been cited
over 1,000 times in the list of journals included in Web of Science, with
640 citations before retraction and 468 citations after. Any of the existing
or emerging metrics-based approaches to research assessments would find
that this study has had a lot of impact. The article was published in a high-IF
journal. It is a highly cited article, which would result in high article-level
rankings and would boost the h-index of all of the authors. If we consider
real-world impact, the influence of this article in the anti-vaccination move-
ment and the subsequent return of diseases such as measles demonstrate an
exceptional real-world impact for a single article. This illustrates the dan-
ger of assuming that impact is necessarily good. Like almost all qualities
of things in the real world, impact is neither good nor bad in and of itself;
rather, it must be interpreted in context.

If universities and research funders are relying on university rank-
ings, this provides an additional incentive to focus on traditional forms
of publication. For example, the bibliometrics partner of Times Higher
Education (2018) in producing the World University Rankings is Elsevier.
To measure research productivity, Elsevier counts “the number of papers
published in the academic journals indexed by Elsevier’s Scopus database
per scholar” To calculate citations or research influence, Elsevier “exam-
ined ... citations to journal articles, article reviews, conference proceed-
ings and books and book chapters” This count of citations to particular
types of works is a de facto endorsement of these types of works. It is
probably not a coincidence that Elsevier is a highly profitable publisher of
exactly these types of works.
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My own experience as a scholar confirms this focus on a limited range of
formats. My university’s online CV system is likely typical in categorizing types
of publications — books and book chapters, peer-reviewed journal articles, non-
peer-reviewed articles, and so forth. This categorization is understandable for
historical reasons; however, the end result is that the majority of my works, and
almost all that I consider my most important and leading-edge works, such as
the open data discussed above and my scholarly blogs, Sustaining the Knowl-
edge Commons and The Imaginary Journal of Poetic Economics, are labelled
as “other” and would count for little or nothing under existing metrics-based
assessment approaches.

Retraction Watch bloggers track and report on published articles that were
retracted after publication. Unlike JCR, InCites, or Scopus, Retraction Watch
addresses the original main goal of citation indexes as proposed by Garfield
in 1955, “a bibliographic system for science literature that can eliminate the
uncritical citation of fraudulent, incomplete, or obsolete data by making
it possible for the conscientious scholar to be aware of criticisms of earlier
papers” (p. 108). Most retractions reflect errors discovered after publication
but occasionally fraud is uncovered and reported. Retraction Watch’s (n.d.)
top-ten most highly cited retracted papers have been cited more than 550
times in journals indexed in Web of Science (as of January 2018), and this
list includes two papers that have been cited more often after retraction than
before. The blog also tracks evidence that citation of retracted papers is an
ongoing problem.

Retraction Watch demonstrates a fundamental flaw with current approaches
to research assessment, which focuses on the impact of scholarly work, whether
measured indirectly through metrics such as journal IF or directly through
article-level metrics, and for the most part neglects the more important question
of the accuracy of scholarly work.

Bibliometrics and the Economic Sustainability
of Scholarly Communication

Increasing market concentration was the subject of investigation by the UK
Oftice of Fair Trading (2002). As described by Morrison (2012), industry con-
centration and growing profits of a few large commercial scholarly journal
publishers were accompanied by a significant decrease in the average num-
ber of copies of scholarly monographs produced and sold. Recently, Lariviere,
Haustein, & Mongeon (2015) reported an increase in concentration in the
scholarly publishing market, with the top five publishers accounting for more
than 50 per cent of the articles indexed in Web of Science. The Scholarly Pub-
lishing and Academic Resources Coalition (SPARC; n.d.) maintains a list of
big-deal journal cancellations by university libraries, library groups and state
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library systems, and national coalitions such as the Consortium on Core Elec-
tronic Resources in Taiwan (CONCERT). This is not a healthy system; the
high prices and profits of a few commercial scholarly publishers cannot be
sustained by academic libraries, and the economic clout behind the big pack-
age deals results in little funding left over for publishing scholarly monographs
and supporting the journals of smaller publishers, particularly in the humani-
ties and social sciences. My research suggests that the same trend of commer-
cial concentration, involving the same companies, is emerging in open access
publishing. As of 2017, the largest open access journal publisher by number
of journal titles was Springer Nature (including BioMedCentral), followed by
Elsevier (Morrison, 2017).

This development is not an anomaly. Identifying a subset of journals as
“core” and therefore more desirable to publish in and more essential to pur-
chase increases their market value. “Core” is in quotes to emphasize that this
is an essentialization of the concept for market purposes. The priorities of for-
profit publishers are returning profit to shareholders or private owners, not the
health of the scholarly publishing ecosystem. Thus, it is logical that journal
IF exacerbates the problem of affordability of scholarly publishing and simi-
larly logical to hypothesize that new bibliometrics-based approaches will have
a similar effect.

Qualitative Focused Assessment: How, Why, and
the University of Ottawa as a Model

There are models for assessing research at the level of evaluation of indi-
vidual researchers, programs, and institutions that exemplify an understand-
ing of the broader value of research to society and address the complexity
of the diversity of research as expressed in the Science Europe vision and
the Leiden Manifesto. At my own university, the University of Ottawa, the
criteria for evaluating faculty members for promotion and tenure is col-
laboratively developed by faculty and administration and governed by the
Association of University Professors of the University of Ottawa (APUO)
Collective Agreement (APUO, 2018). The full text of all sections of the col-
lective agreement directly relevant to research assessment can be found in
the appendix.

The APUO agreement addresses the question of diverse and evolving forms
of scholarly works. Section 23.3.1 (h), regarding the types of material that mem-
bers may submit for assessment, states, “It is understood that since methods
of dissemination may vary among disciplines and individuals, dissemination
shall not be limited to publication in refereed journals or any particular form or
methods”; one example of other forms is listed in section (a): “in the case ofliter-
ary or artistic creation, original works and forms of expression.” Canada’s Social
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Sciences and Humanities Research Council recognizes “research-creation” as a
valid form of dissemination.

Typically, a new faculty member at the University of Ottawa is hired at the
rank of assistant professor and, after six years, applies for the senior rank of
associate professor, a promotion that automatically invokes tenure. The criteria
for research assessment at this stage are covered under the APUO Collective
Agreement section 25.3.2.2 (¢). To achieve tenure, a new faculty member must
demonstrate production of good-quality scientific, literary, artistic, or profes-
sional works that go beyond work done in the completion of the doctorate and
that show continuous progress. Evaluation is conducted by three outside evalu-
ators and reviewed by committees at the faculty and university-wide level. A
similar process is followed when a faculty member applies for promotion to
the rank of full or titular professor. This is a holistic career-level peer-review
process.

Ironically, and somewhat mysteriously, in spite of this qualitative and inclu-
sive approach to assessment of research and researchers rather than simplistic
metrics, the University of Ottawa does very well in metrics-based rankings.
According to the University of Ottawa & Government of Ontario Ministry of
Advanced Education and Skills Development’s (2017) Strategic Mandate Agree-
ment 2017-2020, “Independent national and international rankings (such as
Research Infosource, QS World University and the Times Higher Education)
consistently place uOttawa among the top three Ontario universities, among
Canada’s top 10 research universities and among the top two per cent of the
world’s universities” (p. 17).

Why is this? The answer is not easy to ascertain by reviewing rankings agen-
cies’ descriptions of methodology. Times Higher Education claims for the 2019
rankings to have the first audited university rankings and appears to be the most
transparent. The overall ranking for the University of Ottawa from 2012 to 2019
varied from a high of 171 (2013) to a low of 251-300 in 2017, rising to 201-50
in 2018 and 176 in 2019. The areas where the University of Ottawa appears to
score relatively well are citations, industry income, and international outlook.
Citations count for 30 per cent of the overall weight and so are likely the major
factor. There is no obvious reason from the detailed method description of the
THE why the average citations to research published by University of Ottawa
faculty would have changed during this time frame. Over this period, the num-
ber of full-time faculty members has decreased slightly; one would expect this
to decrease the number of citations since less research is being produced. A
slight decrease in the faculty complement would account for a slightly higher
average citation rate if the faculty complement were factored in; however, the
THE methodology does not state that this is the case. Industry income may
reflect local economic conditions. The University of Ottawa’s central location
in the nation’s capital (close to downtown, City Hall, Parliament, and national
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corporate head offices, surrounded by embassies) may be a factor in the uni-
versity’s strengths in industry income and international outlook. However, the
wide variation in overall standing over recent years, given a stable university,
suggests that changes in how rankings are calculated are a large factor in cur-
rent standings.

At the University of Ottawa, regular comprehensive assessment processes
that include peer assessment of faculty and student research are already in place
at the program level. At minimum, each program undergoes a provincially man-
dated cyclical review every seven years. This is a far more in-depth assessment
than counting publications or citations. For example, external reviewers con-
duct in-person interviews separately with faculty, students, and administrators
and have the opportunity to ask questions not just about research outputs but
also about institutional support for research in terms of time, facilities, assis-
tance with grant applications, and so forth. In addition, some programs, par-
ticularly professional programs, undergo professional accreditation processes
that also review research undertaken at the departmental level. For example,
the School of Information Studies undergoes a rigorous accreditation process
coordinated by the American Library Association.

For a university with these in-depth, holistic research assessment practices
already in place, a turn to greater reliance on simplistic metrics based on a
limited and backward-looking understanding of formats and what constitutes
good-quality scholarly work would be a step backward.

The primary mission of Elsevier is returning profit to shareholders of its par-
ent company, RELX; the primary mission of Clarivate is returning profit to
its private owners. The mission of the University of Ottawa (2017-20), with
respect to its role as a research-intensive university, is this: “We provide our
students with an outstanding education and enrich the intellectual, economic
and cultural life of Canada, helping our country play an important and valued
role among the nations of the world” The mission of each university will dif-
fer slightly but will tend to revolve around the central functions of teaching,
research as an activity designed to further our collective knowledge, and service
to the academy and to society as a whole. I argue that we should trust scholars
and the academy to design and implement assessment mechanisms that reflect
and prioritize our goals (missions, vision), not those of outside parties whose
primary interests are inherently different from our own.

Conclusion: The Irrational Rationality of Metrics-Based
Assessment of Research

It is logical for people to want to measure progress towards the goals that we
desire. Many measures are valid and logical. However, when we focus on the
measures per se rather than the goals, we can end up with results that do not
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achieve our goals. This is what I call a superficially rational (mathematical, cal-
culating) approach that is actually irrational in terms of what we are attempting
to achieve, or irrational rationality. Current and emerging forms of metrics-
based assessment of research and researchers display major problems with
irrational rationality, creating incentives that are not compatible with a goal of
producing and disseminating quality research. These problems merit urgent
attention before our current fixation with metrics further entrenches existing
problems and new or altmetrics introduce new ones.

There are valid, logical reasons for use of some metrics in assessing research,
researchers, research institutions, and publishers. A university should be able
to point to a substantial corps of faculty with a research mandate and a body
of research works produced by its faculty to call itself a research university. An
individual researcher should be able to point to a collection of published works
and/or substantive work-in-progress to be considered a productive researcher.
Individual researchers and research teams may find it helpful to develop spe-
cific measurable goals that make sense for their own projects. Journals and
other publishers can use metrics to assess marketing efforts. Bibliometrics is a
useful research method for generating new knowledge. However, just because
some metrics are helpful, it does not follow that ubiquitous metrics are helpful.
A bit of salt adds flavour to food; excess sodium causes high blood pressure,
increasing the risk of heart attack or stroke.

Evaluation based on metrics looks scientific, doesn’t it? Numbers are objec-
tive. Metrics-based evaluation is rational and calculating; scientists often use
lots of data. However, the resemblance is superficial. Logic is a powerful tool;
but the validity of logical arguments depends on the validity of the underlying
assumptions. In order to assess whether we are making progress in science,
we need to understand how science works. As discussed above, our current
approaches to science are compatible with the production of dangerously erro-
neous “facts,” such as the equation of vaccines with autism and false belief in the
safety of drugs; irreproducible research; and a tendency to cite literature reviews
that makes one wonder how often the original studies are actually read. If this
is the situation in science, what about other branches of knowledge? As Camic,
Gross, & Lamont (2011) discuss, while there has been some reflection on prac-
tice in the sciences since publication of Kuhn’s (1962) The Structure of Scientific
Revolutions and subsequent development of the field of science and technology
studies (STS), parallel study of processes in the area of the social sciences is just
beginning. If we do not even know what scholars in the social sciences do, how
can we claim to know how to measure whether they are doing it well?

The study of philosophy and practice of science, while more advanced than
the study of social sciences, raises more questions than answers about metrics-
based approaches. For example, it is logical to assume that the paradigm shifts
described by Kuhn (1962) will lead to situations where whether works are cited,
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and by whom, depends on the phase of development of new ideas. One might
hypothesize that works that fit a current paradigm will be cited more than pio-
neering works, in which case using citations to assess the value of research will
tend to incentivize conservatism over innovation.

I argue that Kuhn’s work itself illustrates the problem. Thomas Kuhn was a
young, white, highly educated male based in the United States who wrote about
scientific revolutions in the 1960s. This work was widely read, studied, and cited,
within a short time after publication. An earlier work, Fleck’s 1930s ground-
breaking Genesis of a Scientific Fact (Fleck, 1979), did not enjoy this immediate
acclaim. In the foreword to Fleck’s 1979 edition, Kuhn describes finding this
work, written in German, by happenstance while browsing in the stacks of a
library. Fleck was a Jewish intellectual lacking formal credentials whose work
was published in Germany in the 1930s. Unlike the popular reception of Kuhn’s
work, only 600 copies were printed of Fleck’s work, only 200 were sold, and only
6 were delivered to the United States. Kuhn’s philosophy was inspired by this
work, but this does not render the work obsolete, as Kuhn’s ideas complement
rather than supersede those of Fleck. For example, where Kuhn emphasized
sudden ruptures in scientific thinking, Fleck emphasized continuity of basic
premises in apparently revolutionary advances in knowledge.

What does this have to do with university rankings? I have described a deeply
flawed system, with an illusory appearance of scientific basis, that incentivizes
quantity of production of research works over quality, convention over innova-
tion, and provides no incentive for the rigorous critique and replication neces-
sary to sound advancement of our collective knowledge. The metrics behind
this system feed into university rankings, and the rankings reinforce this trend
towards irrational rationality.

The current trend towards new or altmetrics will create even more irrational
rationality. It is logical to expect that these new metrics, particularly metrics
that do not depend on academic citations, will amplify existing problems with
metrics-based evaluation and/or create new ones. I predict that such metrics
will reflect pre-existing social biases. The extent to which individual works are
cited, downloaded, and shared via social media are likely to correlate with gen-
der and ethnic biases as well as the popularity of topics studied. In addition,
metrics that do not depend on academic citations (downloads, tweets, etc.) are
far more vulnerable to deliberate manipulation. The fossil fuel industry can
afford to hire people to download and tweet evidence of climate change denial,
for example. Another factor that should be considered before using such data
as a surrogate for quality of research is the impact that usage of such metrics
could have on the research itself. For example, if cancer researchers find it help-
ful to use social media, they can and should do so. But if metrics based on
non-academic use were to form the basis of assessment and research in future,
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this could result in a redirection of efforts from cancer research to social media
sharing.

As for the impact of popularity of topics in new metrics, on a cynical note
I take comfort in the possibility that someday I may have reason to move for-
ward with a study along the lines of “correlates of perceived attractiveness of
juvenile felines on YouTube” (academese for why those kitty cats on YouTube
are so darn cute) to prove my worthiness as a researcher. On a serious note, it
is my experience as a long-time practitioner of open research that the popu-
larity of my works does not correlate with the importance of its contribution.
My groundbreaking book chapter, “The Implications of Usage Statistics as an
Economic Factor in Scholarly Communications,” begins some of the discussion
that continues with this chapter and introduces important but counterintui-
tive ideas (Morrison, 2005). This work does not enjoy even a small fraction of
the social media popularity of my Dramatic Growth of Open Access blog series,
designed to support the advocacy efforts of a global movement.

The evolution of research metrics described in this chapter captures the
irrational rationality of metrics-based research assessment. In the 1950s and
1960s we developed tools to help researchers and libraries cope with the ever-
expanding volume of scholarly literature by connecting citing and cited works
and identifying highly cited journals to assist libraries with decisions about
purchases and cancellations and researchers with decisions about reading and
publishing. The resulting metric, IF, became a yardstick for evaluating the wor-
thiness of research and researchers even when it was acknowledged by experts
and the producing company that this metric was not at all suitable for this pur-
pose. Attempts to address the technical flaws of IF (connected to journals rather
than articles) are adding a new layer of metrics based on citations to individual
works that rankings companies are already incorporating into assessment of
universities and that are being marketed as a means of assessing researchers.
The profit goals of metrics-based companies (scholarly publishers, citation
metrics, and rankings services) are overtaking the research missions of uni-
versities. We develop tools to help us achieve our goals, then we become slaves
to the tools. That is irrational rationality. In the future, if we continue on the
current trajectory, we should expect an additional layer of much more illogi-
cal metrics-based control of research and researchers in the form of altmetrics
based on usage beyond the academy.

If excess reliance on metrics is the problem, what is the remedy? Let’s develop
and use metrics where they make sense, based on the goals of individual research
projects and institutions. But let’s do so with a grain of salt and not rely on metrics
where such reliance is not scientific and may be counterproductive by creating
perverse incentives for quantity and novelty over quality and that favour particu-
lar formats, even as they become obsolete. How can we implement this remedy?
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We can use approaches that appropriately weight quality and that recognize the
diverse forms of research. Instead of translating a research dossier into unsci-
entific metrics, read and review the works. This isn’t new, and it shouldn’t be
hard. This is what we do now when we assess a thesis or peer-review the works
of other researchers. At the University of Ottawa, we have a collective agreement
that acknowledges the diversity of research and its products; details are in the
appendix if readers would like to consider this as one potential model for change.
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