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This paper contributes to emerging debates about uneven global geographies of higher education through
a critical analysis of world university rankings. Drawing on recent work in geography, international
higher education and bibliometrics, the paper examines two of the major international ranking schemes
that have had significant public impact in the context of the on-going neoliberalization of higher educa-
tion. We argue that the emergence of these global rankings reflects a scalar shift in the geopolitics and
geoeconomics of higher education from the national to the global that prioritizes academic practices
and discourses conducted in particular places and fields of research. Our analysis illustrates how the sub-
stantial variation in ranking criteria produces not only necessarily partial but also very specific global
geographies of higher education. In comparison, these reveal a wider tension in the knowledge-based
economy between established knowledge centers in Europe and the United States and emerging knowl-
edge hubs in Asia Pacific. An analysis of individual ranking criteria, however, suggests that other mea-

sures and subject-specific perspectives would produce very different landscapes of higher education.

© 2012 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Geographies of higher education have recently come to the fore
of different geographical research agendas as they provide impor-
tant insights into the formation of a global knowledge economy
(Epstein et al., 2007; Hoyler and Jons, 2008; Olds and Robertson,
2008; Hanson Thiem, 2009; Holloway et al., 2010; Robertson and
Olds, 2010). While critical perspectives on the neoliberal corpora-
tization of the university (e.g. Berg and Roche, 1997; Castree and
Sparke, 2000; Mitchell, 2008) and studies on transnational aca-
demic mobility and business education (e.g. Hall, 2008; Faulcon-
bridge and Hall, 2009; Joéns, 2009; Brooks and Waters, 2011)
have begun to unravel the complex geographies of higher educa-
tion from the perspective of students, researchers and academics,
there remains a lack of global analyses that focus on changing
institutional geographies in higher education and their representa-
tions (Holloway and J6ns, 2012; Waters, 2012).

This paper aims to contribute to this emerging field by provid-
ing a critical analysis of world university rankings. Since the first of
these rankings appeared in 2003, following a decade of increasing
internationalization, neoliberalization and marketization of higher
education (Teichler, 2004; Lynch, 2006), the annually updated lea-
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gue tables have captured the attention of university managers,
employers, policy makers, academics and the wider public (Sadlak
and Liu, 2007; Hazelkorn, 2011). Geographers have been vocal in
commenting on the newly released data, as documented in several
entries on university league tables in the GlobalHigherEd Blog
established by geographer Kris Olds and sociologist of education
Susan Robertson in September 2007 (Olds and Robertson, 2007).
What is missing from these important debates are analyses that
interrogate more systematically the variety and limitations of the
geographies produced by world university rankings.

Drawing upon recent work in geography, international higher
education and bibliometrics, we aim to provide such a geographi-
cal analysis of world university rankings by exploring how these
powerful discourses represent contemporary global higher educa-
tion to the wider public and what a specifically geographical per-
spective can contribute to on-going interdisciplinary debates
about university league tables. By comparing two of the major
international ranking schemes, we develop the argument that be-
cause of different types of ranking criteria, inevitable limitations
of the underlying data and the rankers’ diverse interests, world
university rankings always provide highly partial and specific per-
spectives on the global geographies of higher education. By geogra-
phies we mean both the material realities of universities, as
reflected by the indicators used in the league tables, and the repu-
tational geographies that not only inform their construction but
also emerge from the reception of the published rankings. This
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argument, we suggest, can only be substantiated through a geo-
graphical, comparative and disaggregating perspective on different
ranking schemes that directs the analytical focus to the level of
institutions and thus goes beyond the more common national com-
parisons of global higher education (e.g. OECD, 2012).

Our starting point is the striking tension between a consider-
able impact of international ranking schemes on individual and
institutional decision-making and a variety of critical voices that
question their methodology and value. On the one hand, many uni-
versities, particularly in Europe and Asia Pacific, have adjusted
their strategic plans to become ‘world-class’ universities as defined
by the rankings (IHEP, 2009), thus contributing to what Altbach
(2004, p. 5) called the current “age of academic hype in which uni-
versities of different kinds in diverse countries claim this exalted
status.” On the other hand, it has been pointed out that

The influence of league tables is increasing both nationally and
internationally, and cannot be ignored despite serious methodo-
logical limitations. They are being used for a broader range of
purposes than originally intended, and being bestowed with
more meaning than the data alone may bear” (HEFCE, 2008, p. 7).

In many ways, this inflated influence of world university rank-
ings mirrors the persuasive discourse about the ‘knowledge econ-
omy’, which Kenway et al. (2006, p. 5) ascribe to “an un-reflexive
celebration of the triumphs of contemporary capitalism”. Drawing
upon this work, we argue that the discourse about world university
rankings is similarly “of consequence despite its ambiguity” (Ken-
way et al., 2006, p. 11) so that university league tables, even if
some commentators discount them entirely, need to be scrutinized
as important policy drivers of socio-economic change (Espeland
and Sauder, 2007; Hazelkorn, 2011).

Methodologically, we chose to analyze the Academic Ranking of
World Universities, compiled by Shanghai Jiao Tong University
since 2003 (Shanghai ranking), and The Times Higher World Uni-
versity Ranking as produced by QS Quacquarelli Symonds Limited
from 2004 to 2009 (THE-QS ranking) to examine two highly influ-
ential perspectives on global higher education.! Focussing on the
years 2006 and 2009, this enables us to examine two established
rankings and their changes over time in a rare period without major
alterations of the selected indicators and their weightings. As we are
interested in comparing geographical clusters of universities and
structural variations between two league tables that use very differ-
ent types of ranking criteria, the same data analysis was conducted
for both years. Due to large similarities between the 2006 and
2009 data, we have illustrated our findings mainly but not exclu-
sively with the more recent 2009 data.

The paper is divided into four sections. First, we outline the re-
search contexts that inform current work on geographies of higher
education and sketch our conceptual framework. Second, we
briefly contextualize the history of world university rankings with-
in recent neoliberal reforms of higher education and critically
examine the construction of the Shanghai and THE-QS rankings.
Third, we compare the global geographies created in these two
world university league tables and discuss how individual ranking
criteria represent the university-based knowledge economy. The
fourth section concludes by discussing wider implications of our
findings for conceptual and policy-relevant understandings of the
knowledge-based economy.

1 Since 2010, the Times Higher World University Rankings have been generated by
Thomson Reuters, known for its research platform ISI Web of Knowledge, which
concentrates another aspect of academic performance evaluation in the hands of this
New York-based multinational information company. This has entailed a complete
overhaul of the methodology employed. QS Quacquarelli continues to publish its own
global ranking under the name of QS World University Rankings, so that there are
now three major annual rankings in circulation.

2. Geographies of higher education: an emerging field of
research

This paper draws on two main bodies of academic work that
usefully inform geographies of higher education. The first com-
prises geographical studies of universities that have largely ne-
glected world university rankings (for exceptions, see Batty,
2003; Théry, 2009; Robertson and Olds, 2010) but have examined
the socio-economic impact, the internationalization/globalization
and the neoliberalization of higher education. The second widens
this perspective to include interdisciplinary work on international
higher education and bibliometrics as the key arenas for academic
debates about university rankings. We suggest that analysing
world university rankings from a geographical perspective creates
important links between these fairly disconnected fields and con-
tributes to both lines of research by introducing debates about
world university rankings into geography and a new perspective
highlighting the partiality and place-specificity of university lea-
gue tables into relevant interdisciplinary debates.

2.1. Geographical perspectives

Studies investigating geographies of higher education have
multiplied since the late 1990s and constitute a heterogeneous
but emerging research field within human geography. Recent key
themes concerning the production, consumption and governance
of higher education include four main lines of inquiry.

2.1.1. Impact of universities

The economic geography of higher education and ‘learning re-
gions’ focuses on the role of universities for regional economic
development in comparison to other geographical scales (e.g. Rut-
ten et al., 2003; Lawton Smith, 2006; Goddard and Vallance, 2011).
Fewer studies have looked at the university in its wider social and
cultural contexts such as the politics and geographies of honorary
degree conferment (Heffernan and Jons, 2007) and the impact of
students on university towns and cities (e.g. Smith and Holt,
2007). These studies highlight the role of universities as key actors
in the knowledge economy as they have important economic, so-
cial and cultural impacts on their wider region, provide graduates
and innovations for the national economy and sustain diverse
international linkages (see also Cochrane and Williams, 2012;
Meusburger and Schuch, 2012). Recent work on the formation of
global educational/knowledge hubs in the world economy has
stressed that universities can be regarded as both outcomes and
drivers of globalization (Olds, 2007a; Olds and Robertson, 2008;
Matthiessen et al., 2010; Lai and Maclean, 2011) so that the geog-
raphies of world university rankings need to be positioned within
wider socio-economic processes (Robertson and Olds, 2010).

2.1.2. Transnational mobility

Transnational perspectives are also central to studies that
examine the historical geographies of academic mobility and its
role for the rise of knowledge centers such as universities (e.g.
Charle, 2004a; Jons, 2008; Taylor et al., 2008; Pietsch, 2010). Sim-
ilarly, research on the global circulation of academic staff in more
recent decades has discussed the extent to which this contributes
to the formation of transnational knowledge networks (e.g. Ackers,
2008; Jons, 2009; Leung, 2011). Most studies on global flows in
higher education, however, have examined the nature and impact
of international student mobility by addressing students’ migra-
tion decisions, experiences and outcomes; inclusion and exclusion
in spaces of education; and transnational educational strategies
(e.g. O’Connor, 2005; Findlay et al., 2006, 2012; Hazen and Alberts,
2006; Brooks and Waters, 2011). All of this work helps to
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conceptualize internationalising universities as potential sites for
cumulative processes of transnational mobility and collaboration
and, as discussed later in this article, helps to explain why both
international students and staff have been used for ranking univer-
sities on a global scale.

2.1.3. Academic hegemonies

In much of this work on global higher education, distinctive but
shifting asymmetries between centers that dominate academic
discourse and those with peripheral standing become evident.
Within geography, these have been scrutinized in critical interro-
gations of international publishing spaces (e.g. Paasi, 2005; Aalbers
and Rossi, 2007; Bajerski, 2011) and debates about current Anglo-
American academic hegemony (e.g. Minca, 2000; Samers and
Sidaway, 2000; Garcia-Ramon, 2003; Berg, 2004; Kitchin, 2005;
Rodriguez-Pose, 2006; Steinberg, 2009). Paasi (2005), for example,
argues that what counts as “international” and “high quality”
scholarship is increasingly connected to the journals listed in the
Institute of Scientific Information’s (ISI) databases provided by
Thomson Reuters, which are dominated by Anglo-American peri-
odicals. As world university rankings heavily rely upon these data
and universities strive to improve their status in such rankings
(IHEP, 2009), it can be argued that they reinforce the homogeniza-
tion of publication practices across the sciences and humanities.

Critical interventions by geographers, however, also remind us
that there is no simple binary division between hegemonic Anglo-
phone geography and marginal “other” language geographies but
that both can be occupied simultaneously, are co-constitutive
through mutual exchanges and shaped by complex power-rela-
tions. This is illustrated, for example, by Berg and Kearns (1998,
pp. 130-131), who discuss how English native speakers working
in New Zealand felt marginalised in comparison to “British and
American centers of academic production” but at the same time
used theories developed in these centres to “critique hegemonic
metropolitan theory”. Helms et al. (2005) problematize language
as a means of academic communication from their perspective of
German-native speakers working at different career stages in Brit-
ish geography. They argue that through the dominance of English
as lingua franca, “geography in particular. . . will suffer from becom-
ing more and more monolithic”, stressing the “rich potential for
cross-fertilization of ideas” through publications in non-English
language journals, translations of books and articles into English,
international editorial boards, international conferences in differ-
ent language contexts and time spent abroad (Helms et al., 2005,
p. 248).

Applying a geographical perspective to world university rank-
ings thus means that we are especially interested in the extent to
which Anglo-American hegemony is reproduced by different rank-
ings and individual ranking criteria at various scales and at differ-
ent times. Our analysis will therefore also draw on broader
conceptualizations of hegemony that have mainly focused on polit-
ical, economical and ideological factors in the formation of hege-
monic states (Taylor, 1996; Arrighi, 2010).

2.1.4. Neoliberal corporatization

This study also needs to be situated within geographers’ critical
accounts of the on-going neoliberalization of university research
and teaching (e.g., Berg and Roche, 1997; Castree and Sparke,
2000; Mitchell, 2008). Based on these studies, world university
rankings can be regarded as the latest manifestation of the neolib-
eral corporatization of higher education, in which market forces
increasingly govern research and teaching, thus leading to “the
marketization of education, the commodification of knowledge,
and the simple but relentless pressure to produce” (Castree and
Sparke, 2000, p. 224). For fee-paying international students, uni-
versity rankings may serve as a guide of where they can expect

to receive ‘value for money’, while public support for universities
is seen as an investment that requires ‘accountability’ (Robertson
and Olds, 2010). The latter has led to a proliferation of audit cul-
tures in higher education that are often informed by the very crite-
ria that constitute world university rankings. These audit cultures
have been heavily criticized by geographers for their limited
understanding of scholarship and their restriction of academic
freedom (e.g., Castree, 2006; Hannah, 2011). Our study will thus
pay attention to the extent to which world university rankings rep-
resent different types of universities and national systems of high-
er education.

2.2. International higher education

Within academia, world university rankings have mainly been
discussed in the interdisciplinary field of international higher edu-
cation research and bibliometrics. The majority of commentaries
focus on the Shanghai and THE-QS rankings, the two most promi-
nent international league tables from 2003 to 2009. The different
nature of these two rankings has inspired a number of comparisons
(e.g. Dill and Soo, 2005; Usher and Savino, 2006; Taylor and
Braddock, 2007), and also produced a range of critical commentar-
ies on their methodologies (e.g. van Raan, 2005; Holmes, 2006;
Florian, 2007; Kaur, 2007; Billaut et al., 2010; Bookstein et al.,
2010). Among the impact studies of world university rankings
(e.g. Marginson and van der Wende, 2007; Hazelkorn, 2011;
Rauhvargers, 2011), several reports evaluate these league tables
from the perspective of individual countries by analysing the repre-
sentation of their universities, which highlights the continuing
importance of national systems of higher education, particularly
through the public funding of universities in most countries (e.g.
Liu and Liu, 2005; Marginson, 2007; Yonezawa, 2007; Atkinson,
2008; HEFCE, 2008).

The wider context of these writings is provided by two interre-
lated debates, namely about processes and practices of interna-
tionalization and globalization in higher education (e.g. Knight,
2003; Altbach, 2004; Teichler, 2004; Marginson, 2006; Altbach
and Knight, 2007 Leydesdorff and Wagner, 2009a) and the concept
of the ‘world-class’ university (e.g. Altbach and Baldn, 2007; Sadlak
and Liu, 2007; Deem et al., 2008; Huisman, 2008). Altbach (2003)
lists a number of criteria associated with the idea of ‘world-class’
universities: excellence in research; leading academics; academic
freedom and an atmosphere of intellectual excitement; internal
self-governance; adequate facilities, administrative and technical
support; and sufficient funding for research and teaching. Other
authors add the presence of bright students, and the enrichment
of the cultural, intellectual and public life of wider society (Sadlak
and Liu, 2007). However, as Altbach (2003) critically notes, in
highly diversified systems of higher education the label ‘world-
class’ is only justified for a very small number of institutions per-
ceived to be at the top internationally. As universities contribute
to the creation of new knowledge in often highly specialized ways,
it is also impossible to operationalize all these characteristics in a
set of globally or even nationally comparable criteria. Acknowledg-
ing these difficulties in the context of a diverse and stratified land-
scape of global higher education (Marginson, 2006), we argue that
a differentiated geographical analysis of university rankings cannot
only reveal their limited and specific perspectives on academic
achievement but also provide important insights into the ‘power-
geometries’ (Massey, 1999) of global higher education.

3. Construction and reception of world university rankings

The aim to formally identify the world’s ‘best’ universities in
annually published world university league tables marks a new
era of globalized higher education at the beginning of the 21st
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century. This era is characterized by a growing marketization and
commodification of higher education driven by the expansion of
neoliberal capitalism into core public services (Canaan and
Shumar, 2008). Accordingly, Robertson and Olds (2010) suggest
to conceptualize world university rankings as a project for
accountability and transparency; a strategy for generating increas-
ing competition between universities; and a manifestation of
globalization processes that reflect and constitute wider social for-
mations. In this section, we consider these wider contexts of inter-
national world university rankings, discuss the range of specific
performance indicators and critically reflect on their interpretation
and impact.

3.1. History, actors and governance

International university league tables extend the perspective of
national university rankings that have a long-standing tradition in
many countries. In the market-orientated system of higher educa-
tion in the United States, the Carnegie Foundation for the Advance-
ment of Teaching has published a regularly updated classification
of colleges and universities since 1973, while the conservative
magazine U.S. News and World Report has produced highly influ-
ential annual rankings of American colleges and universities since
1983 (Carnegie Foundation, 2010; U.S. News, 2010). Informal rank-
ings existed long before, as expressed in the Ivy League, an athletic
conference of eight private universities in the north-eastern United
States formed in 1954, which has become emblematic for private
elite universities of the highest academic standard.

In recent years, growing interest in the development of higher
education in Asia has been a major driving force for the increasing
popularity of university rankings. The rapid growth of higher edu-
cation in China since the 1990s has inspired six different national
rankings (Liu and Liu, 2005), while the first transnational univer-
sity ranking, looking at major Asian universities, was produced
by the newsmagazine Asiaweek from 1997 to 2000 (Usher and Sav-
ino, 2006). The first world university ranking was published by the
Center for World-Class Universities (CWCU) at Shanghai Jiao Tong
University in 2003 and motivated by a threefold national interest,
namely to establish the position of Chinese universities in the
world, to measure the gap to the most thriving global research uni-
versities, and to identify strategies to develop Chinese higher edu-
cation institutions into ‘world-class’ universities (Liu, 2009).
Hence, the internationalization of university rankings, while
resulting from a growing international outlook on higher education
since the late 1990s, was largely driven by national interests and
the rankers’ desire to define benchmarks for emulating the success
of leading research universities in the United States.

In 2004, the Times Higher Education Supplement (now THE), a
London-based weekly magazine then owned by News Interna-
tional, commissioned the company QS Quacquarelli Symonds Lim-
ited to compile an alternative international ranking that has since
been published annually. Since 2008, the THE-QS data have been
used by U.S. News and World Report for their new annual World’s
Best Colleges and Universities Rankings (U.S. News, 2010). It can
thus be argued that U.S. News’ efforts to extend their analytical
gaze from the national to the global level confirms a growing inter-
est in worldwide comparisons of universities and the emergence of
an increasingly global education market. In 2010, THE severed its
ties with QS Quacquarelli and commissioned the Thomson Reuters
corporation with the compilation of its ranking, while QS Quac-
quarelli has continued to publish its own annual ranking.

Responding to a wide range of methodological criticism levelled
at both initial rankings, alternative world university rankings, such
as the Leiden ranking (Moed, 2006), have been developed. In 2010,
the OECD launched an international university ranking initiative to
focus on learning outcomes and transferable skills (Olds, 2007b;

Morgan, 2010), and the European Commission appointed the mul-
tinational CHERPA research network to design a multi-dimensional
world university ranking, which published a feasibility study in
2011 (van Vught and Ziegele, 2011). The involvement of these
supranational actors in the construction of global university league
tables points to a diversification of agents that is based on varying
interests of the different stakeholders.

The on-going diversification has helped to put world university
rankings into perspective but has also raised questions about their
governance (Enserink, 2007). In 2004, the UNESCO European Cen-
tre for Higher Education (UNESCO-CEPES) in Bucharest and the
Institute for Higher Education Policy in Washington, DC founded
the International Rankings Expert Group (IREG) to assure ‘good
ranking practice’ and thus a higher credibility of university league
tables (IREG, 2006). Based on the ‘Berlin Principles on Ranking of
Higher Education Institutions’, formulated in 2006, IREG aims to
approve rankings as ‘IREG Recognized’ (Sadlak and Liu, 2007).
However, as this self-declared body of authority includes members
that are producing the Shanghai, U.S. News and other rankings,
Olds (2008) has rightly questioned its legitimacy.

3.2. ‘Objective’ and ‘subjective’ indicators

The annually published world university league tables are
based on a range of specific performance indicators that have been
subject to intense debate. Based on a comparison of 19 rankings,
Usher and Savino (2006, p. 3) found that the “world’s main ranking
systems bear little if any relationship to one another, using very
different indicators and weightings to arrive at a measure of qual-
ity”. The most contested issue has been the use of so-called ‘objec-
tive’ and ‘subjective’ ranking criteria. The former comprise
bibliometric and other statistical data on journal articles, citations,
research funding and staff/student ratios, while the latter are de-
rived from surveys among peers, employers, graduates, students
and others. The main difference between the Shanghai and THE-
QS rankings lies in their different emphasis on ‘objective’ and ‘sub-
jective’ indicators of academic performance.

3.2.1. The Shanghai and THE-QS rankings

The Shanghai ranking publishes a list of 500 universities out of
c. 15,000 higher education institutions worldwide (IAU, 2010).
More than 2000 universities are scanned and over 1000 are ranked
(Liu and Cheng, 2005). The ranking is based on six ‘objective’ indi-
cators that aim to measure quality of research and education. A
university’s final ranking position is determined by adding the
weighted scores of individual indicators (Table 1).

The Shanghai ranking is most often criticized for its concentra-
tion on research performance (90% of the total score) at the ex-
pense of learning and teaching; for the significant consideration
of the history of universities; and for its focus on the natural, tech-
nical and social sciences at the expense of the arts and humanities
(Taylor and Braddock, 2007). ‘Quality of Education’ is measured by
the number of alumni who received Nobel Prizes and - in mathe-
matics - Fields Medals. In the 2009 ranking, the data for the period
1901-2008 were weighted by decades from 10% (1901-1910) to
100% (after 1991), thus favoring institutions with a long history
of academic achievement. In the case of the two follow-up institu-
tions of the former University of Berlin, the Freie Universitdt (FU)
and the Humboldt Universitdt (HU), this led to the bizarre situation
that their unresolved quarrel about claiming the Nobel Prizes of
Albert Einstein and others has resulted in their removal from the
Shanghai ranking since 2007 (Enserink, 2007).

The THE-QS ranking lists 500 to 600 universities out of which
the Top 200 are widely published. The ranking is also based on
six indicators but these differ from the Shanghai criteria by
including both ‘objective’ and ‘subjective’ indicators of academic
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Table 1

Composition of the Shanghai and THE-QS rankings 2009. Source: ShanghaiRanking Consultancy (2010) and QS Quacquarelli Symonds Limited (2010).

Topic A. Shanghai ranking B. THE-QS ranking
Indicator % Indicator %
A.1/B.1 Quality of education 1. Nobel Prizes and Fields Medals of alumni 1901-2008 10 1. Staff/student score Date not available 20
A.2-3 Quality of faculty 2. Nobel Prizes and Fields Medals of researchers 1911-2008 20 2. Recruiter review score 2007-2009 (n =3281) 10
B.2-3 Reputation 3. Highly cited researchers (21 SET/social sc. fields) Thomson ISI 20 3. Peer review score 2007-2009 (n = 9386) 40
Date not available
A.4-5/B.4 Research output 4, Articles published in Nature and Science 2004-2008 20 4. Citations/FTE staff score Scopus 2004-2008 20

5. Articles published in Web of Science (SCI-expanded and SSCI) 2008 20

A.6 Size of institution
B.5-6 International outlook

6. Academic performance (5 indicators above) by FTE academic staff 10

w

. International faculty score Date not available 5
. International students score Date not available 5

a

performance: 40% of the total score are based on bibliometric mea-
sures; 50% stem from surveys among academic peers and graduate
recruiters; and the remaining 10% consider the international diver-
sity of universities (Table 1).2 This ranking was initially mostly crit-
icized for the low response rates of the review surveys and for a
general lack of methodological transparency. Substantial revisions
of the methodology have also generated very different THE-QS rank-
ings, which complicate comparisons over time (Kaur, 2007; Aguillo
et al., 2010) and prompted us to compare the last 4 years of the
Times Higher ranking compiled by QS Quacquarelli.

3.2.2. Critical comparison

Opinions about the usefulness of the criteria that constitute the
discussed world university rankings diverge. On the one hand, the
relatively strong reliance of the THE-QS ranking on review surveys
has led some commentators to favor the Shanghai ranking due to
its focus on what they regard as “genuine criteria of excellence”
(Taylor and Braddock, 2007, p. 247). By contending that the judge-
ment of peers would “be influenced by their own prejudices, loyal-
ties and other positive and negative feelings arising from personal
experience” (Taylor and Braddock, 2007, p. 248), these authors are
evidently opposed to the widespread credo that peer review indi-
cators can represent an important dimension of everyday evalua-
tions, practices and perceptions in higher education, particularly
as “reputation is precisely what universities want in order to gen-
erate virtuous circles of investment and accomplishment” (Atkin-
son, 2008, p. 67). On the other hand, bibliometric researchers
have criticized the Shanghai rankers for the selection and weight-
ing of their ranking criteria (Billaut et al., 2010; van Raan, 2005)
and for inconsistencies in their methodology as these researchers
failed to reproduce the Shanghai ranking despite using the same
publicly available data sources (Florian, 2007; Kivinen and
Hedman, 2008).

Apart from such opposing views and related debates about the
transparency and quality of different ranking methodologies, we
wish to stress that any statistical data for measuring academic per-
formance are problematic constructions. Not only does human
judgment interfere when decisions are made about which journals
enter the respective database but publication and citation counts
are biased towards English-language journals, neglecting academic
work published elsewhere (Paasi, 2005; van Raan et al., 2011).
Citation indexes also tend to ignore subject-specific publication
cultures, including the role of individual and collective authorship
(Jons, 2007). The Shanghai group itself pointed to problems in the

2 From 2010, the QS World University Rankings have continued this methodology
(http://www.topuniversities.com/university-rankings/world-university-rankings);
the new THE World University Rankings place less emphasis on reputation (33% in
2011-2012; http://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/world-university-rankings/;
both accessed 08.10.11).

construction of their quantitative indicators, including the treat-
ment of hospitals and multi-campus universities; different names
for one and the same institution; and the merging and splitting
of universities (Liu and Cheng, 2005).

In this paper, we take up Haraway's (1988) critique of tradi-
tional notions of scientific objectivity when arguing that all rank-
ings of academic excellence are problematic, no matter what
type of criteria they employ. This is because they always produce
limited representations of higher education that are shaped by spe-
cific politics of inclusion and exclusion. A different emphasis on
‘objective’ and ‘subjective’ ranking criteria thus does not allow
for a normative differentiation of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ rankings but
rather suggests the need to closely examine the methodology
and outcome of each ranking in terms of the dimensions of higher
education that are represented and thus prioritized.

4. Global geographies of higher education

From a geographical perspective, three key questions emerge
from the identified methodological differences between the Shang-
hai and THE-QS rankings: What types of universities feature in both
rankings and where are these institutions located? Which clusters of
‘world-class’ universities can be identified? And how do individual
ranking criteria represent the university-based knowledge econ-
omy? By investigating these key questions, this section substanti-
ates our argument that world university rankings always present
highly partial perspectives on global higher education, even if they
identify a few common clusters of academic excellence.

Aiming to put this type of knowledge production through world
university rankings in its place (Livingstone, 2003), we apply a
comparative, geographical and disaggregating perspective to the
ranking data. Rather than comparing the ranking positions of indi-
vidual universities that have attracted much of the public atten-
tion, we analyze tiers of ranked universities at the level of
countries and cities/places for the years 2006 and 2009. We there-
fore do not focus on the more questionable short-term fluctuations
in ranks of individual universities but on the more stable tiers and
structural variations between different types of rankings and their
constitutive criteria. The first and third sections look at the Top 200
universities in each ranking; the second section compares the Top
500 institutions. The publicly available data were downloaded
from the websites of CWCU at Shanghai Jiao Tong University, the
Times Higher Education magazine, and QS Quacquarelli Symonds
Ltd.; locational information was added via an internet search.

4.1. Established and emerging ‘world-class’ universities

First, we wish to establish what geographies of global higher
education the two rankings produce. Comparing the Top 200 uni-
versities in both rankings for 2009 shows an overlap of 138 univer-
sities (Table 2). These universities form four regional clusters in the
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Table 2

Overlap between the Shanghai and THE-QS rankings 2006 and 2009. Source:
ShanghaiRanking Consultancy (2010), QS Quacquarelli Symonds Limited (2010) and
own calculations.

Universities in Top 100 Top 200
N % of N % of 100 N % of N % of 200
(a) 2006
Both rankings 60 43 60 136 52 68
Only Shanghai 41 29 41 64 24 32
Only THE-QS 40 28 40 64 24 32
Total 141 264
Universities in Top 100 Top 200 Top 300

N %of N%of 100 N % of N%of200 N %of N % of 300

(b) 2009
Both rankings 63 46 63 138 53 69 223 59 74
Only Shanghai 37 27 37 62 24 31 79 21 26
Only THE-QS 37 27 37 62 24 31 77 20 26
Total 137 262 379
Universities in Top 400 Top 500

N %of N %of400 N % of N % of 500
Both rankings 299 60 75 381 61 76
Only Shanghai 102 20 26 120 19 24
Only THE-QS 101 20 25 119 19 24
Total 502 620

core of the world economy, namely in North America, Europe, East
Asia and Australia (Fig. 1a). South America and Africa are basically
off this map, confirming wider economic disparities between the
global North and South as well as the underrepresentation of non-
Anglophone universities in rankings designed to account for re-
search excellence according to Anglo-American academic standards.
Those 62 universities that are only listed in the Top 200 of the
Shanghai ranking cluster in North America and Europe (Fig. 1b),
while the 62 universities only represented in the Top 200 of the
THE-QS ranking are mainly located in Europe, East and South East
Asia, Australia and New Zealand (Fig. 1c). The different types of indi-
cators thus produce not only diverse rankings but also varying geog-
raphies: The Shanghai ranking, with its stress on ‘objective’
indicators of scientific achievement and the path dependency of
academic excellence, centers on the United States and Europe, while
the THE-QS ranking, incorporating ‘subjective’ indicators of aca-
demic performance and internationalization measures, produces a
geography that emphasizes Europe and Asia Pacific.

The fact that the Asian-based ranking looks to the West makes
quite clear which type of ‘world-class’ universities the Chinese ran-
kers aspire to compete with, while the European-based ranking’s
gaze towards the East captures the dynamism of some of the
emerging research universities in Asia Pacific. This wider region
provides a lucrative market for British and other European univer-
sities in terms of exporting educational programmes and recruiting
international students (Halpin and Buckley, 2004). The argument
that Asia Pacific encompasses some highly dynamic places in the
contemporary landscape of global higher education is supported
by the worldwide output of research papers in the sciences and
in engineering. Between 1996-2000 and 2001-2005, this output
increased by more than 10%, while among the nine countries with
the most productive scientists, the growth of research output was
highest in China, India and Australia (Adams et al., 2007, p. 10).

Europe hosts a large number of universities that score well in
both rankings, which indicates the region’s central status in global
higher education and research. Scientists in the 27 member states
of the European Union in fact account for a higher share of publi-
cations listed in the Science Citation Index (2008: 35%) than US sci-

entists (28%). Leydesdorff and Wagner (2009b, p. 356) suggested
that “China’s contribution to world science could be as large as that
of the USA by 2014”. Comparing the share of Top 200 and Top 500
universities in selected countries for both rankings in 2006 and
2009, however, suggests a note of caution towards predicting such
rapid changes in scientific predominance. US research universities
still account for over 40% of the Top 200 and Top 500 in the Shang-
hai ranking, while no Chinese university appeared in the Top 200 in
2009. Even in the THE-QS ranking, in which US universities reach a
share of 20-30%, Chinese universities account for only 2-3% of
higher education institutions in both tiers and years. Interestingly,
the data reveal divergent trends in the upper and lower tiers of the
Shanghai ranking as the domination of US and UK universities in
the Top 200 increased from 2006 to 2009, while a gradual decen-
tralization can be observed in the Top 500 due to the recent entry
of universities from countries such as China, Taiwan, Australia and
Brazil (Table 3).

The difference in emphasis between the two rankings means
that universities aiming to climb up the ranks have to apply differ-
ent strategies in regard to each ranking. By considering the history
of universities, the Shanghai ranking clearly disadvantages new
universities and favors institutions such as the University of Mu-
nich, in 2009 the top ranked German university (at 55; THE-QS:
98), with a particularly high number of alumni who received Nobel
Prizes in the first half of the 20th century (16 from 1901 to 1950;
10 since 1951). Due to the importance of peer review and interna-
tional outlook, higher positions are easier to achieve in the THE-QS
ranking through marketing among peers and investment in inter-
nationalization strategies.

It is this difference in emphasis on research performance and
research reputation that distinguishes both rankings more than
anything else: established universities and scientific stars are fa-
vored in one, emerging universities and international diversity in
the other. Our geographical and comparative analysis thus sug-
gests that both types of indicators are partial and represent very
different aspects of global higher education. Due to the diverging
time-reference of the data, including the whole 20th century in
one and not more than 5 years in the other ranking, these aspects
show distinct geographies that are closely linked to the historical
formation of knowledge nodes and networks.

4.2. Clusters of ‘world-class’ universities

The rankings’ distinct geographies are expressed in specific
clusters of ‘world-class’ universities that emerge on a range of geo-
graphical scales. Mapping the locations of the Top 500 universities
by five tiers of 100 institutions confirms striking disparities be-
tween the global North and South (Fig. 2). In addition to the four
major regional clusters in North America, Europe, East Asia and
Australia there are also two minor clusters in South America and
South Africa but large parts of these continents are without any
university that scores on the main performance indicators as de-
fined in the rankings. This reflects both the uneven representation
of different cultural contexts in world university rankings and the
significant influence of deep-seated asymmetries in the global
economy on higher education. Sadlak and Liu (2007, p. 20), for
example, argue that the concentration of the Shanghai Top 100
universities in the core zones of the world economy is closely
linked to “the threshold costs of supporting such establishments”,
which “is around 1.5 billion US dollars per year and 2 billion US
dollars in cases where the university also includes a medical
school/faculty and appropriate clinical hospital” (see also Altbach,
2003). League tables therefore also represent significant material
inequalities between universities, which are linked to long-term
accumulation processes in the global North.
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Fig. 1. Locations of the Top 200 universities in the Shanghai and THE-QS rankings 2009. Source: ShanghaiRanking Consultancy (2010), QS Quacquarelli Symonds Limited

(2010) and own map design.

Within the United States, clusters of Top 100 universities con-
centrate in the established economic centers in the northeast, the
middle west and the west coast, while the locations of Top 100 uni-
versities in Europe are characterized by a center-periphery struc-
ture that reflects historical patterns in the establishment of the
modern research university (Fig. 2; Taylor et al., 2008). Accord-
ingly, the leading European universities cluster in the south of Eng-
land, in and around Paris, in southwest Germany and in northern
Switzerland, while Spain, the south of Italy and east central Europe
accommodate universities mainly ranked between 300 and 500.
Both rankings represent the same regional clusters in the United

States and Europe among their Top 500 universities, which con-
firms the important status of long established research universi-
ties, but the THE-QS ranking, due to its focus on the previous
5 years, covers a much wider range of universities in Asia Pacific.

The existence of an Anglo-American academic hegemony in the
early 21st century is evident in the strong representation of US and
British universities in the top tiers of the Shanghai and THE-QS
rankings. Out of the 100 highest ranked institutions in 2009, the
majority were located within the United States (Shanghai: 55 insti-
tutions; THE-QS: 32), followed by the United Kingdom (Shanghai:
11 institutions; THE-QS: 18). In the United States, this hegemony is



52 H. Jons, M. Hoyler/ Geoforum 46 (2013) 45-59

Table 3

Share of ‘world-class’ universities by country 2006 and 2009. Source: ShanghaiRanking Consultancy (2010), QS Quacquarelli Symonds Limited (2010) and own calculations.

Country Shanghai ranking THE-QS ranking

Top 200 (in %) Top 500 (in %) Top 200 (in %) Top 500 (in %)

2006 2009 2006 2009 2006 2009 2006 2009
United States 43.5 45.0 334 303 27.5 27.0 n.a. 20.8
Japan 4.5 4.5 6.4 6.2 5.5 5.5 n.a. 6.4
Russian Federation 0.5 0.5 0.4 0.4 1.0 1.0 n.a. 0.8
India 0.0 0.0 0.4 0.4 1.5 1.0 n.a. 2.0
China 0.5 0.0 1.0 3.6 3.0 3.0 n.a. 22
United Kingdom 11.0 115 8.6 8.0 14.5 14.5 n.a. 10.2
France 3.0 3.5 4.2 4.6 3.5 2.0 n.a. 4.2
Brazil 0.5 0.5 0.8 1.2 0.0 0.0 n.a. 0.8
Germany 7.5 7.0 8.0 8.0 5.0 5.0 n.a. 8.2
Canada 4.0 3.0 4.4 4.4 3.5 5.5 n.a. 4.0
Australia 3.0 3.0 3.2 34 6.5 4.5 n.a. 4.8
South Africa 0.0 0.0 0.8 0.6 0.0 0.5 n.a. 0.6
Sweden 2.0 2.0 2.2 2.2 2.0 2.5 n.a. 1.8
Netherlands 3.5 4.5 24 24 5.5 5.5 n.a. 24
Switzerland 3.0 3.0 1.6 1.6 35 35 n.a. 1.6

based to a significant degree on a number of wealthy private re-
search universities that benefit from both alumni donations fa-
vored by the tax system and high tuition fees (Altbach, 2003). US
authors are also favored by publication and citation counts as
“the peer review system is dominated by people accustomed to
both the language and methodology of US scholars” (Altbach,

(a) Shanghai ranking

e

2003, pp. 10-11), which can even create feelings of marginalization
for authors based in other parts of Anglophone academia (Berg and
Kearns, 1998).

A comparison of the number of ranked universities with all doc-
torate-granting universities in 15 selected countries shows that
Switzerland, the Netherlands and Sweden are particularly well rep-
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Fig. 2. Locations of the Top 500 universities in the Shanghai and THE-QS rankings 2009. (a) Shanghai ranking. (b) THE-QS ranking. Source: ShanghaiRanking Consultancy

(2010), QS Quacquarelli Symonds Limited (2010) and own map design.
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Fig. 2. (continued)

resented, which can be explained by their widespread adoption of
Anglo-American academic practices such as English-language
courses (Table 4). They are followed by Australian, German and
Canadian universities with at least one third of their universities
listed in the Top 500 of both rankings. This reflects the rankings’
bias towards Anglophone sciences and, in the case of Germany,
underlines the high scientific productivity and international inte-
gration of its public universities. Based on state-sponsored pro-
grammes for academic mobility that have facilitated the
formation of transnational knowledge networks since the 1950s,
Germany has risen to become the most important source country
of international co-authors for US scientists and engineers in the
early 21st century (Jons, 2009), which has contributed to the rela-
tively favorable representation of German universities in both
rankings.

The poor representation of France’s public universities in both
rankings motivated the French government to issue a new law in
August 2007 granting more autonomy to these institutions (Enser-
ink, 2007). This example of a neoliberal university reform inspired
by world university rankings consequently met opposition from
unions and academics who feared for academic freedom and high-
er education’s public service ethos (Marshall, 2007). Illustrating the
significant impact of world university rankings on higher educa-
tion policies, the French case also shows that the reception of glo-
bal university league tables - similar to their construction - has
been strongly framed by national interests.

At a time of increasing institutional autonomy and worldwide
competition of universities, hierarchical relations between national
systems of higher education are being transformed through

various forms of transnational networks and flows of people,
knowledge and resources that increasingly complicate the identifi-
cation of core, semi-peripheral and peripheral regions in the
knowledge economy. Comparing clusters of Top 500 universities
below the national level, for example, reveals that among the
Top 10 cities in both rankings, global cities in the Americas (6),
in Asia Pacific (5) and in Europe (4) are fairly balanced. The leading
world cities London, Paris, Tokyo and New York emerge as those
with the highest numbers of ranked institutions in both league ta-
bles and are therefore also central hubs in global higher education,
even if not necessarily the places with the highest ranked institu-
tions overall (Table 5).

4.3. Comparing individual ranking criteria

The different geographies of higher education that emerge from
the Shanghai and THE-QS rankings are confirmed by an examina-
tion of individual ranking criteria. The focus of this final section
is on how indicators that aim to compare universities’ reputation,
citation frequency and degree of internationalization represent
wider networks and linkages within global higher education.

4.3.1. Reputation and citation

Comparing the academic reputation of the Top 200 THE-QS uni-
versities among over 9000 reviewers from five main subject areas
with their research performance reveals a considerable gap be-
tween the peer review and the citations per faculty scores for uni-
versities in Mexico, Russia, East and South East Asia, Australia and
New Zealand. While the scientific performance at many universi-
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Table 4

Share of ‘world-class’ universities in per cent of doctorate-granting institutions 2009. Sources: *IAU (2008), **NSF (2009), ***ShanghaiRanking Consultancy (2010), ***QS

Quacquarelli Symonds Limited (2010) and own calculations.

Country *“All doctorate-granting universities “**Universities ranked in the Shanghai ranking 2009 (in% of all doctorate-granting universities)
N Top 100 Top 200 Top 300 Top 400 Top 500
(a) Shanghai ranking
United States 421 131 214 26.6 32.8 35.6
Japan 347 14 2.6 32 5.5 8.4
Russian Federation 270 0.4 0.4 0.4 0.7 0.7
India 246 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.4 0.8
China 222 0.0 0.0 2.7 3.6 6.8
United Kingdom 148 7.4 15.5 223 243 25.7
France 147 2.0 48 9.5 12.9 13.6
Brazil 113 0.0 0.9 1.8 35 4.4
Germany 94 53 149 25.5 383 40.4
Canada 57 7.0 10.5 31.6 31.6 333
Australia 43 7.0 14.0 20.9 30.2 34.9
South Africa 24 0.0 0.0 4.2 8.3 12.5
Sweden 17 17.6 23.5 41.2 52.9 64.7
Netherlands 13 154 69.2 69.2 84.6 923
Switzerland 12 25.0 50.0 58.3 58.3 66.7
Country “All doctorate-granting universities “**Universities ranked in the THE-QS ranking 2009 (in% of all doctorate-granting universities)
N Top 100 Top 200 Top 300 Top 400 Top 500
(b) THE-QS ranking
United States 421 7.6 12.8 16.6 20.7 24.7
Japan 347 1.7 3.2 3.7 5.5 9.2
Russian Federation 270 0.0 0.7 0.7 1.1 1.5
India 246 0.0 0.8 2.0 24 4.1
China 222 0.9 2.7 3.2 3.2 5.0
United Kingdom 148 12.2 19.6 25.7 31.8 34.5
France 147 14 2.7 8.8 11.6 14.3
Brazil 113 0.0 0.0 1.8 2.7 3.5
Germany 94 43 10.6 20.2 34.0 43.6
Canada 57 7.0 19.3 28.1 333 35.1
Australia 43 18.6 20.9 44.2 51.2 55.8
South Africa 24 0.0 4.2 4.2 8.3 12.5
Sweden 17 11.8 29.4 41.2 47.1 52.9
Netherlands 13 30.8 84.6 923 923 923
Switzerland 12 333 58.3 58.3 66.7 66.7

Table 5

Top 10 cities in the Shanghai and THE-QS rankings 2009. Source: ShanghaiRanking Consultancy (2010), QS Quacquarelli Symonds Limited (2010) and own calculations.
City Country Number of institutions among Top 500 (highest rank)

Shanghai ranking THE-QS ranking

London UK 9 (21) 11 (4)
Paris France 9 (40) 11 (28)
Tokyo Japan 7 (20) 10 (22)
New York USA 7 (7) 4 (11)
Seoul South Korea 5(101) 8 (47)
Hong Kong China 5(201) 6 (24)
Houston USA 5 (99) 2 (100)
Melbourne Australia 4 (75) 5 (36)
Boston/Cambridge USA 4 (1) 4 (1)
Stockholm Sweden 4 (50) 3 (174)
Philadelphia USA 4 (15) 2 (12)
Chicago USA 3 (9 4 (7)
Sydney Australia 3 (94) 4 (36)
Dublin Ireland 2 (201) 4 (43)
Buenos Aires Argentina 1(101) 4 (298)

ties in these countries seems to be highly valued within the wider
region, articles produced for journals listed in the citation indexes
are not as frequently cited internationally as work produced in US
and European universities. This may partly result from the limited
scope and quality of the citation data but can also be attributed to
different degrees of integration into scientific citation circuits. We
suggest that the discrepancy between a high peer review score and
a modest citations per faculty score in Asian Pacific universities re-
veals their status as relatively new actors in the international re-
search community dominated by the Anglophone sciences.

A similar relationship emerges for the scores of published scien-
tific articles and highly cited researchers in the Top 200 universi-
ties of the Shanghai ranking: Highly cited researchers are
concentrated in a much smaller number of universities. The dis-
crepancy between scores is highest in East Asian universities,
where academics have started to publish frequently in indexed
journals but not many have yet emerged as highly cited scientific
stars (Fig. 3). From 2006 to 2009, the Top 500 universities in twelve
countries improved on average their scientific output and their
share of highly cited researchers. This includes six members of
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Fig. 3. Web of Science articles and highly cited scores for the TOP 200 institutions in the Shanghai ranking 2009. Source: ShanghaiRanking Consultancy (2010) and own map

design.

the Commonwealth of Nations (United Kingdom, Canada, Austra-
lia, New Zealand, India and South Africa) and the United States,
thus reinforcing Anglo-American hegemony to some extent (the
others are Norway, Denmark, Switzerland, Italy and Greece).
Examining individual ranking indicators of reputation and cita-
tion thus helps to provide insights into broader developments in
global higher education such as the existence of an Anglo-Ameri-
can hegemony that might soon be challenged by emerging re-
search universities in Asia Pacific. However, these representations
are necessarily partial as they are based on indicators meeting
the standards of Anglo-American research practices and discourses
in the laboratory-based natural and technical sciences, and to a les-
ser extent in the social sciences. Paasi’s (2005, p. 781) world maps
on international publishing spaces clearly show that citation in-
dexes are not able to capture the complexity, place- and lan-
guage-specificity of scholarship in the arts and humanities, while
areas such as Latin America, in which other languages than English
dominate science and scholarship more generally, are strongly
underrepresented across all disciplines. By focussing only on re-
search practices conducted in particular disciplines and places,
world university rankings thus convey a fairly limited understand-
ing of science and scholarship that resonates with wider critiques
of neoliberal audit cultures in higher education (e.g., Strathern,
2000; Castree, 2006). All in all, world university rankings represent
best those investment-intensive areas of the technosciences that

facilitated American hegemony in the second half of the 20th
century and that China is now trying to emulate.

4.3.2. Internationalization

The growing interest of governments, universities and academ-
ics to position themselves globally have made internationalization
strategies a priority of many higher education agendas. These
strategies include international exchanges, research collaborations,
the internationalization of the curriculum, the attraction of prom-
ising young scholars and international star scientists, the establish-
ment of branch campuses abroad and the formation of
international research and teaching consortia (Knight, 2003). The
increasing significance of the international dimension of higher
education is reflected in the THE-QS ranking through the inclusion
of scores for international students and faculty.

Out of 3 million international students worldwide, nearly 50%
study in only four countries: the United States (19.7%), the United
Kingdom (11.6%), Germany (8.6%) and France (8.2%) (OECD, 2009).
While the United States attracts by far the most international stu-
dents, their share of the total student body is only 3.4%. The highest
proportion of international students is to be found in Australia
(19.5%), followed by the United Kingdom, Switzerland, New Zea-
land and Austria (OECD, 2009). Universities in South Korea, New
Zealand, Australia and Japan have considerably raised their market
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Fig. 4. International students at the TOP 200 institutions in the THE-QS ranking 2009. Source: QS Quacquarelli Symonds Limited (2010) and own map design.

share of international students from 2000 to 2007, thus indicating
a wider shift of student flows towards Asia Pacific.

The high shares of international students in Australia are con-
firmed in the THE-QS ranking 2009 as eight out of nine Australian
universities in the Top 200 are among the 50 most international
institutions on this measure (Fig. 4). Their emphasis on attracting
international students, pursued to a similar extent in Singapore,
Hong Kong and New Zealand can be interpreted as a distinct strat-
egy to become being “viewed as ‘part of the core™ (Paasi, 2005, p.
776). This is because international students not only generate
important income through student fees but are potential future
academics and professionals. Whether they stay in the country of
their studies, return to their country of origin or move to a third
country, they are likely to establish transnational linkages and
act as multipliers of international relations in their subsequent ca-
reers (Saxenian, 2006). A high share of international students thus
indicates dynamic processes with potential future significance for
the economy and wider society. As the number of international
students worldwide has been estimated to increase threefold from
2003 to 2025 (Bohm, 2003), international student flows can be ex-
pected to reinforce the central status of some of the existing global
knowledge hubs and to contribute to the formation of new central
nodes in the world economy.

Another strategy of internationalization in higher education has
long been the transnational exchange of academic staff, whether
this relates to temporary stays or more permanent arrangements.
Both visiting academics and foreign-born/foreign-educated aca-
demics can provide international views and experiences to the
majority of students that do not themselves study abroad. Univer-
sities in Singapore, Hong Kong, Taiwan, Australia and New Zealand
stand out by their recruitment of international faculty, which is
sometimes but not always related to their large number of interna-
tional students as an important staffing source. The recruitment of
international faculty also helps to raise the global visibility of uni-
versities as international scientists and scholars bring their aca-
demic expertise and contacts to the new institutions. The
recruitment of international faculty has therefore been identified
by several younger academic institutions as an important strategy
for raising their position in world university rankings (see also Uni-
versities UK, 2007).

By integrating internationalization in its methodology, the THE-
QS ranking thus considers a set of indicators that document both a
current initiative for ensuring international competitiveness and
potential future dynamic changes in academic and professional
networks. However, the use of international outlook indicators is
not uncontested. Ackers, for example, agrees that academic mobil-

ity “is one means of achieving international research collaboration
and knowledge transfer” (2008, p. 432) but also criticizes the ten-
dency to use “the concept as a proxy for internationalization,
excellence and competitiveness” (2008, p. 413) because individual
mobility experiences vary considerably and are not always a mar-
ker of academic excellence.

5. Conclusions

This paper contributes to wider debates about geographies of
higher education and the formation of a global knowledge econ-
omy through a detailed study of world university rankings (Epstein
et al., 2007; Holloway and Jons, 2012). Based on a comparative,
geographical and disaggregating perspective on two prominent
league tables, we have provided a comprehensive analysis of the
global geographies that these rankings produce. Our findings can
be summarized in five main points.

First, the production of world university rankings in the early
21st century has been shaped by a new era of globalization and
neoliberalization in higher education. Initially, it was driven by
the distinct national interest of China to create benchmarks for
developing research universities similarly to those in the United
States that have dominated global science since the mid-20th cen-
tury. According to Taylor (1996), such emulation of key institutions
and practices in the world economy’s most recent hegemonic cen-
ter is an important requirement for hegemonic rivals to emerge.
Within higher education, this process has its historical precedent
in the late 19th century, when existing and newly founded US uni-
versities were modeled after the then leading German research
universities (Charle, 2004b).

Second, the highly uneven geographies of higher education that
emerge from the analysis mark particular nodes in the global
circulation of knowledge and expertise, namely those that conform
best to Anglo-American publication cultures in the highly expen-
sive technosciences that facilitated American hegemony in the sec-
ond half of the 20th century and are seen as drivers of economic
growth (Kenway et al., 2004; Paasi, 2005). The resulting geogra-
phies display striking disparities between the global North and
South as well as between the economically prospering regions in
North America, Europe, East Asia and Australia and large parts of
South America, Africa and Asia that are either economically disad-
vantaged and/or dominated by other languages than English. An
examination of different geographical scales and individual rank-
ing criteria provided further evidence that both league tables pro-
duce highly partial geographies of global higher education that are
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to some extent reflective of wider economic and socio-cultural
inequalities but also convey a very narrow view of science and
scholarship, namely one that can be captured by Anglophone neo-
liberal audit cultures (e.g., Castree, 2006).

Third, the two main methodological differences between the
Shanghai and the THE-QS ranking data are their differing emphasis
on research performance and research reputation and their diverg-
ing time-reference, comprising no less than the whole 20th cen-
tury in one and only the past 5years in the other ranking.
Therefore, both rankings also represent very different aspects of
the contemporary global higher education landscape as captured
by Anglo-American research practices and discourses: established
universities fare better in the Shanghai ranking, while emerging
universities feature more prominently in the THE-QS ranking.

Fourth, the different types of indicators used in the Shanghai
and THE-QS rankings produce distinctive geographies of global
higher education that reveal a wider tension in the knowledge-
based economy between established knowledge centers in Europe
and the United States and emerging knowledge hubs in Asia Paci-
fic. In particular, the growth of the Chinese economy during the
past decade is closely related to the aspiration of Chinese universi-
ties to perform as well as the leading US research universities and
expressed in an exponential rise of scientific productivity in China.
This raises the question whether we currently witness a potential
long-term shift in academic hegemony from Anglo-America to Asia
that reflects and contributes to wider transformations in the global
economy (Altbach, 2010; Levin, 2010; Robertson and Olds, 2010).

Fifth, the emergence of new knowledge hubs and networks in
Asia Pacific and elsewhere also indicates a growing significance
of transnational processes in global higher education. Conceptu-
ally, our study thus implies that Anglo-American academic hege-
mony may be challenged by two competing developments: a
potential shift to East Asia and a proliferation of different tiers of
knowledge hubs across the world. These two processes are cur-
rently leading to dynamic changes in the global knowledge econ-
omy and provide an important context in which the production,
circulation and interpretation of world university rankings need
to be situated.

In conclusion, we argue that a geographical analysis of world
university rankings that considers different rankings and scruti-
nizes the ranking data on a variety of scales, such as tiers of insti-
tutions, cities and countries, adds three important dimensions to
interdisciplinary debates about university league tables. First, it
illustrates the partiality of this discourse through its focus on one
segment of global higher education dominated by Anglo-American
research practices in the natural and technical sciences. Second, it
outlines the even more specific perspectives of different rankings
on these partial representations. In our view, this further under-
mines the authority that public discourse tends to grant world uni-
versity rankings and confirms that any representations of academic
performance provide necessarily limited accounts of material and
reputational geographies. Finally, our comparative, geographical
and disaggregating analysis has revealed wider structures and
dynamics within the dominant sphere of global higher education,
but it has also stressed that other measures and subject-specific
perspectives would produce very different geographies.
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