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Hoe werken internationale rankings nu echt?
Eric Beerkens van de Universiteit van Sydney analyseert de discussie over rankings van het HO en stelt daarin onder
meer : "The self-fulfilling prophecy effect of rankings is a serious one." Lees zijn indringende beschouwing en vergelijking
van de toonaangevende internationale rankings hier. Recently, there has been a proliferation of measures responding to
demands for accountability and transparency. Using the example of media rankings of law schools, this article argues
that the methodological concept of reactivity—the idea that people change their behavior in reaction to being evaluated,
observed, or measured—offers a useful lens for disclosing how these measures effect change. A framework is proposed
for investigating the consequences, both intended and unintended, of public measures. The article first identifies two
mechanisms, self-fulfilling prophecy and commensuration, that induce reactivity and then distinguishes patterns of
effects produced by reactivity. This approach demonstrates how these increasingly fateful public measures change
expectations and permeate institutions, suggesting why it is important for scholars to investigate the impact of these
measures more systematically.
In the latest issue of the American Journal of Sociology, Wendy Nelson Espeland (Northwestern University) and Michael
Sauder (University of Iowa) present an impressive paper on Rankings and Reactivity: How Public Measures Recreate
Social Worlds. The paper shows how the rise of public measures change social behaviour by looking at the law school
rankings of the US News and World Report (USNWR). It struck me how many of their findings and arguments can be
applied to international rankings as well. In some cases, their arguments might even be stronger for international
rankings and expose additional complications.
Through processes of what the authors call ‘reactivity’, the independence between the measures and the social world
they target are threatened. Rankings thus not just measure the current situation; they define it as well by changing
behaviour. They identify two mechanisms of reactivity that are important in this respect: ’self-fulfilling prophecies’ and
‘commensuration’. Here, I will discuss the self-fulfilling prophecy mechanism and make an attempt to ‘translate’ this to
the level of global higher education and global rankings.
The authors define self-fulfilling prophecies as processes by which reactions to social measures confirm the expectations
or predictions that are embedded in measures or which increase the validity of the measure by encouraging behaviour
that conforms to it (p.11). These processes shape the reactivity of rankings in different ways:
(i) First of all, rankings have an effect on external audiences. Rankings magnify otherwise statistically insignificant
differences between law schools and the distinction produced by these rankings become taken for granted. As one of the
interviewees puts it (p.12): “rankings create inequality among schools that are rather hard to distinguish. They create
artificial lines that then have the danger of becoming real.” This is because even small differences have an effect on the
quantity and quality of applications that a school receives in the future. Almost all admissions directors in the study
reported that students’ decisions correlate with rankings.
To my knowledge, such correlations have not yet been demoonstrated for student choices at the international level.
However, considering that quality is even less transparent at the international level than at the national level, it is likely
that many students looking for international opportunities are guided by international rankings such as the Times Higher
education Supplement Ranking (THES) or the Shanghai Jiao Tong Ranking (SJT) and, in the case for MBA’s, the Financial
Times Global MBA Rankings (FT). The number of people arriving at my blog (especially from developing countries),
searching for terms like ‘university ranking institution X’, ‘prestigious university country Y’ support this.
One problem here is of course that these international rankings don’t have a lot to say about education. This especially
goes for the SJT ranking which is completely based on research performance. One criterion for education quality is used
but this is measured by the number of alumni of an institution winning Nobel Prizes and Fields Medals, and accounts only
for 10% of the total score
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(ii) A second mechanism for self fulfilling prophecies emerges through the influence of prior rankings on survey
responses. The USNWR uses two types of surveys, one for academics, one for practitioners. The interviews in the paper
show that many academics are not sufficiently informed about other law schools in the US and therefore base their
judgements on….previous rankings. And the same is probably true for the practitioners, as these quotes show:
“Well, hell, I get the rankings and I get 184 schools to rank. I know about [this school], something about [that school], I
know about [my school] obviously, and I’ve got some buddies here and there so I feel like I know something more about
some of those schools. But beyond that, guess what, I’m basing these decisions on the rankings; it’s a self-fulfilling
prophecy. If partners [at a law firm] do anything to prepare themselves for this [reputational survey], they probably go
out and get a copy of past USN reports and fill it out from that.”
The THES rankings also use peer surveys and recruiter surveys as part of their rankings. For the THES ranking this is a
crucial part with academic peer surveys determining 40% and recruiter surveys determining 10% of the overall ranking.
But even though surveys determine 50% of the overall rankings, the surveys are conducted in a very poor manner and
therefore lack any credibility.
Espeland and Sauder’s argument that a lack of information about other schools or universities make prior rankings a
crucial determinant for future rankings, is of course even more valid in the international domain. For the THES rankings,
each peer was asked which area of academic life they are expert in, and then asked to name up to 30 universities they
regard as the top institutions in their area. I expect that each peer will list a few – let’s say 10 – universities with which
they cooperate. That are of course the institutions they will have some knowledge of. The other 20 are probably based
on reputation, and thus…previous rankings. We might think we know something about Stanford or Cambridge and
therefore include them in the personal top 30? But why not Uppsala or Utrecht or Iowa? Because they are not in the top
20 of the rankings?
The fact that the THES responses to the surveys were very Asian and Anglo Saxon biased, together with the relatively
high scores of Asian, American, UK and Australian universities, confirms this point. For the recruiter surveys, one can
expect the same self-fulfilling prophecy effects.
(iii) A third mechanism of self-fulfilling prophecy is that resources are distributed on the basis of rankings. In the case of
US law schools, these are basically internal university decisions so that law schools are competing with other
programmes. As the authors note, some administrators use rankings as a heuristic to help allocate resources because
other benchmarks are lacking. And if resources are allocated by ranking or by the potential for rank improvement,
rankings reproduce and intensify the stratification they are designed to measure (p.14).
This is of course a tricky issue, especially for the case of international rankings. Does a university in a country receive
more money from government (because in most countries that is still where much of the money is allocated) because of
high rankings, or because it performs better? The crucial question here is of course, according to what and whom?
Assuming that this is a reactive process, the criteria used in important rankings become indicators for policies and for
resource allocation.
I think that USNWR rankings have a more explicit effect on higher education in the US than international rankings have
on other universities. However, in my own experiences and interviews, it has become apparent that international
rankings play a role in setting institutional priorities, albeit in a more implicit manner. This is likely to have an effect on
the allocation of resources as well. What we need to keep in mind here is that the rankings are developed in specific
contexts, while national needs emerge from another context. If ranking criteria are prioritised at the cost of specific
national or regional needs, the ‘objective quality’ might compromise the real functions of higher education. This is also
related to the next mechanism.
(iv) A final mechanism is what the authors call ‘realizing embedded assumptions ‘: rankings create self-fulfilling
prophecies by encouraging schools to become more like what rankings measure, which reinforces the validity of the
measure. They impose universal definitions of what a school or a university should look like or what they are supposed to
do. As a result, schools may feel pressures to abandon missions that are not measured in rankings.
From an international perspective, the example of using international students as one of the criteria, confirms this point.
International rankings that give a score for the number of international students do this on the assumption that it is good
to have an international campus and that it is a measure of quality if students from around the world want to attend that

9/01/2008 20:31 PM

3 of 3

http://www.scienceguide.nl/print.asp?articleid=104266

university. For a large part this assumption is valid, but not if we look at the outliers. On the one hand there are
universities, like in Australia, where the number of international students have become so substantial that one might ask
whether this is an indicator of quality or an indicator of commercial interests over academic ones. The quality of the
international students for instance is not measured in any way.
On the other side, there are many many countries with an unmet demand from their national population. Here, a delicate
issue comes forward in relation to international rankings. If ranking criteria become policy indicators or performance
measures, one runs the risk of policies becoming detached from the need of a specific country or university. Some time
ago, I indicated this by pointing to a middle income country that increased its inflow of international students in order to
appear higher in the rankings. This was a country which has a high and unmet national demand for higher education…
Other measures, such as the numbers of Nobel Prize winners or highly cited academics might give an indication of the
quality of research in already established institutions, but for the bulk of the world’s universities, this should not be a
priority at all. An example is for instance that a university in that same country recently attracted a well known ‘academic
super star‘ for a newly established Chair. The question can be posed here whether this person’s annual appearance probably for a day or two each year - adds anything to the research quality of such an institution.
This is not just an issue in lower or middle income countries. For instance, developments in knowledge transfer are
important in developed as well as developing countries. But not recorded in any ranking. In many Western European
countries, the inclusion of second generation immigrants into the higher education sector is a policy priority. Again, this is
not recorded in any of the international rankings. Etc, etc… An over-emphasis on rankings might push such important
policies and missions to the background.
In my opinion, the fact that certain assumptions about what a good university is (and even what a so-called ‘world class
university ‘ is), is very much dependent on national circumstances. Or at least it should be. If these assumptions become
embedded in rankings, this national context is totally overlooked. Due to the processes of reactivity, rankings might have
some serious negative effects for the national (and regional) missions of universities.
Clearly, the self-fulfilling prophecy effect of rankings is a serious one. One of the interviewees, a Law Professor, even
called it a ’self-fulfilling nightmare’. Rankings can have very positive effects in creating awareness of the quality of
education and research within institutions. However, the Espeland and Sauder article shows that they might have
detrimental effects as well, especially if we extrapolate the findings to international rankings and the global higher
education landscape.
For the organisations that develop the rankings this means that they need to be very precise in ranking universities
worldwide (this message clearly goes out to Quacquarelli Symonds, the company behind the THES rankings and the
Fortune Business school ranking). Especially the survey method, even if the surveying was methodologically correct, is
very sensitive to the self-fulfilling prophecy mechanism. Since universities and governments react to rankings in a very
real way, that is by conforming to their criteria (either explicitly or implicitly), they have the responsibility to be accurate
and to choose the right criteria. And the right criteria are not always those that are easily measured! And they are not
always those that are important in the American, British or even OECD-countries context.
The main message however goes out to policy makers and university administrators. Since these rankings are developed
in a certain setting, they will not always correspond to national or regional circumstances and societal and economic
needs. The most irresponsible thing to do is to conform to rankings on the short term and therewith compromise the real
missions and policy objectives on the long term.
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