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Abstract

University rankings, initially conceived as instruments for benchmarking academic performance, have
grown into influential global enterprises whose outputs often mirror structural resources more than
scholarly merit. Although current university ranking systems present themselves as neutral arbiters of
excellence, their reliance on reputation surveys, bibliometric weightings, and composite indices
introduces opacity and susceptibility to bias. Methods that appear objective can inadvertently reinforce
the advantages of already well-resourced institutions. The consequences are tangible. Faculty may feel
pressure to orient research agendas toward citation maximization rather than intellectual originality,
while governments and administrators often allocate resources toward incremental movement in
numerical tables rather than safeguarding academic freedom or cultivating inquiry of lasting
significance. Universities in lower-income settings rich in talent and engaged in contextually important
scholarship are often structurally disadvantaged by metrics that reward financial capacity over
intellectual diversity. This can narrow scholarly priorities and encourage conformity to external indices.
This Editorial argues for a renewed evaluative framework that is transparent, resilient to distortion,
and aligned with the university’s enduring mission. Such a system should embody five attributes:
transparency of metrics and datasets; integrity through decentralized, auditable infrastructures;
emphasis on replicability, open knowledge, and societal contribution; explicit protection of academic
freedom as a measurable indicator; and recognition of student outcomes through community
contribution and intellectual resilience. At stake is a civilizational choice: whether to persist in
mistaking reputation for reality, or to design evaluative measures that sustain the university’s role in
seeking, safeguarding, and transmitting knowledge in the service of humanity.

Keywords University rankings, academic freedom, research integrity, transparency, global inequality,
higher education reform

1. Introduction wider attributes that define intellectual vitality or
educational integrity [8].

The impact is not merely symbolic as higher education
institutions frequently design strategies and direct
resources with the goal of incremental movement in
global ranking tables, sometimes at the expense of
more durable commitments to academic freedom,
equity, and intellectual diversity [9, 10]. Faculty may
find themselves steered toward research areas that
yield rapid citations, while students encounter
structural inequities when admissions or tuition
policies are informed more by ranking incentives than
by principles of fairness and accessibility [11, 12].
Governance practices—such as transparency in
appointments, procedures for promotion, or the

In the contemporary landscape of higher education,
university rankings exert a notable influence on
institutional reputation, resource allocation, and even
national policy [1-3]. Prominent university ranking
systems—among them those produced by the US News
and World Report Best Global University Rankings,
Quacquarelli Symonds (QS), Times Higher Education
(THE), and the Academic Ranking of World Universities
(ARWU or Shanghai)—present themselves as neutral
arbiters of global excellence [4-7]. Yet their
methodologies, built on reputation surveys, citation
counts, and financial resources, do not fully capture the
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safeguarding of open inquiry—remain conspicuously
absent from most ranking criteria. In their omission,
the lived realities of academic life—whether
opportunities are equitably distributed, whether
unorthodox ideas can be voiced without reprisal, and
whether universities remain genuinely accessible
across social and geographic divides—are rendered
invisible.

The image projected by university rankings therefore
risks privileging institutional size, historical prestige,
or material wealth rather than the values that sustain
intellectual progress [13]. This Editorial sought to
examine those limitations and to propose a framework
for evaluation that is transparent, resistant to
distortion, and more faithfully aligned with the mission
of higher education. Such a framework should extend
beyond research output to include equitable access,
merit-based enrollment and promotion, protection of
academic freedom, and demonstrable contributions to
society. By re-centering attention on these principles,
university rankings can move past prestige-driven
competition toward a truer reflection of the
university’s enduring purpose: the advancement and
transmission of knowledge in the service of humanity.

2. Knowledge in historical perspective

In the ninth century, the Abbasid caliphs founded Bayt
Al-Hikma—the House of Wisdom—in Baghdad. Within
its walls, scholars from Greek, Persian, Indian, and
other traditions convened not because a ranking
system declared Baghdad “first” but because
intellectual exchange recognized no boundaries [14,
15]. Their work was evaluated by its endurance—
whether it could be translated, debated, and carried
forward—not by surveys or numerical indices.
Likewise, in medieval Andalusia, Muslim, Christian, and
Jewish thinkers engaged one another on equal terms,
producing a body of dialogue and synthesis that
profoundly influenced Europe’s intellectual course
[16]. The true measure of Baghdad and Cérdoba did not
lie in any ranking, but in the vitality of the ideas they
generated—ideas that transcended their own era and
continued to shape the world long after.

The present era stands in contrast. Universities are
increasingly assessed less by the depth of their
scholarship than by their positions in tables
constructed by private, often commerecial, entities [17].
Higher education institutions, when overly focused on
global ranking systems, risk evolving into entities that
compete primarily for visibility and influence. Their
strategies may become increasingly shaped by the
demands of ranking formulas, often at the expense of
the slower but essential work of cultivating deep
scholarship, fostering original inquiry, and sustaining
intellectual rigor. These indices often present
themselves as neutral arbiters of academic standing,
but their underlying methods—reliant on reputation
surveys, citation counts, and resource indicators—are
not immune to bias and can unintentionally favor those
already advantaged [18-20]. Much as credit-rating
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agencies once conferred a veneer of authority on
complex financial instruments that later proved fragile,
university ranking systems risk confusing visibility
with value—elevating status over substance and
creating an illusion of certainty where critical
judgment is required [21, 22]. Their primary audiences
are not the scholars who generate knowledge or the
students who seek it, but administrators under
pressure to demonstrate prestige, governments
seeking symbolic capital, and the companies that profit
from the cycle itself [23].

3. Why university rankings? The argument and
its appeal

It would be overly simplistic to dismiss the concept of
university rankings outright. The instinct to compare
and to seek indicators of quality is neither new nor
inherently misguided [24]. In principle, university
rankings promise clarity in a world of complexity: they
offer parents and students a means of navigating choice,
provide policymakers with reference points, and claim
to reward institutions that achieve academic excellence
[13, 25]. In an era of mass higher education, the desire
for ranking metrics is understandable, yet universities’
true value lies not only in laboratories or
commercialization but in the whole enterprise—
integrating research, teaching, and critical inquiry to
provide society’s deepest benefits [26].

The question, then, is not whether measurement is
needed, but whether the instruments we use are
faithful to the values they claim to assess. A university
ranking system that is transparent, methodologically
sound, and grounded in the substance of academic life
could serve as a meaningful guide, but it must also
reflect the university’s full mission—integrating
research, teaching, and inquiry—rather than reducing
its value to economic outputs alone [27]. It might
highlight institutions that broaden access to
opportunity, that foster innovative scholarship, and
that protect intellectual freedom. But when such
systems are shaped by commercial interests, political
imperatives, or administrative aspirations, their
compass can be deflected [28-30]. The risk lies not in
the act of measuring but in mistaking proxy for
reality—a subtle but consequential difference.

4. Reconsidering the limitations of global
university ranking systems

In the past few decades, universities have increasingly
been judged through the lens of a small set of influential
global ranking systems. Chief among these are the US
News and World Report Best Global University
Rankings, QS, THE, and the ARWU. These platforms
have become highly visible and are often treated as
proxies for institutional excellence, influencing the
decisions of students, policymakers, funders, and even
faculty recruitment [31-33]. Their impact is undeniable:
they shape perceptions, policies, and reputations on a
global scale [32, 34]. Yet, as with any instrument that
seeks to quantify a complex reality, these systems carry
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intrinsic limitations [22, 35]. Each reflects the
methodological decisions, weighting schemes, and data
sources chosen by its creators. As such, outcomes may
be shaped as much by these frameworks as by the
underlying academic performance they aim to
represent. University rankings can reward visibility
over substance, privilege certain forms of output, and
overlook dimensions of academic life that are harder to
measure, such as intellectual freedom, community
impact, or the cultivation of critical inquiry. Their
contributions to transparency and competition should
not be discounted; however, it is essential to recognize
what they cannot do. By design, they cannot fully
capture the depth and societal mission of the modern
university—a mission that extends far beyond
research output or citations as highlighted in (Table 1).
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The QS World University Ranking relies heavily on
surveys of academics and employers, with reputation
measures accounting for half the overall score [5]. Such
surveys capture broad esteem across borders, but
perceptions are shaped as much by visibility, historical
prestige, and disciplinary networks as by current
academic vitality. Universities understandably invest
in conferences, partnerships, and outreach—activities
of real value but ones that can amplify recognition
independent of research or teaching quality. A growing
consultancy industry reflects the weight these
perceptions now carry. Popularity, however measured,
is not synonymous with merit; many important
contributions have initially gone unnoticed.

Table 1 Illustrative strengths and limitations of prominent university ranking systems.

Ranking System Claimed Strength Recognized Limitation ©
. Reputation surveys are inherently subjective and
Captures global academic nep yeys € y sub)
. influenced by visibility and outreach; consultancy
QSa reputation through large-scale : ) e .
services are available to institutions, raising
surveys of scholars and employers : 1
questions about comparability
o Weightings and criteria are periodically adjusted and
Presents a composite index of gning p. greaty )
. o not always fully transparent; institutions may focus
THE b teaching, research, citations, and L . . .
) i on optimizing metrics rather than improving core
international outlook . .
academic quality
Relies on recognized indicators Can privilege historically well-resourced institutions;
ARWU ¢ such as Nobel Prizes, Fields Medals, indicators may reflect concentration of resources and
citation counts, and publications in  language bias; citation-based measures are
high-impact journals vulnerable to clustering and self-citation effects
Aggregates multiple bibliometric Heavy emphasis on research output and citation
Best Global and reputation-based indicators to = metrics can overshadow teaching quality, societal

Universities 4 provide a broad measure of global

standing

impact, and non-English scholarship; methodology
changes may alter outcomes across years

a QS: Quacquarelli Symonds; b THE: Times Higher Education; ¢ ARWU: Academic Ranking of World Universities; 4 Best Global
Universities: the US News and World Report Best Global University Rankings; ¢ Limitations are widely discussed in the higher
education literature and should be interpreted as general observations rather than specific allegations.

The Times Higher Education (THE) ranking broadens
the frame by combining indicators of teaching,
research, citations, and international outlook [6]. In
theory, this integrates perception with measurable
outputs. Yet the balance among these elements and
methodological adjustments are not always fully
transparent or externally audited. Even small changes
can affect institutional placement, influencing
reputation, recruitment, and funding. Marketing and
communication strategies can also raise visibility
without altering academic depth. When ranking bodies
also provide platforms or services that shape exposure,
questions about neutrality may arise.

The Academic Ranking of World Universities (ARWU),
or Shanghai ranking, is often viewed as more data-
driven, emphasizing Nobel Prizes, Fields Medals,
citations, and publications in high-impact journals [7].
These indicators suggest rigor but also privilege
historically well-resourced, often English-speaking
institutions. Citations can be inflated by dense

collaboration networks and laureates can be affiliated
for prestige rather than active scholarship. Reliance on
“high-impact” journals reflects a narrow publishing
ecosystem, potentially underrepresenting work of
equal significance in other languages or contexts.
Finally, the U.S. News & World Report Best Global
University Ranking combines bibliometric data with
reputation surveys [4]. They offer an accessible
snapshot of research influence but share similar
constraints:  citation-based = measures  reward
disciplines prominent in indexed, English-language
journals; surveys reflect familiarity and historic
standing. Institutions working in specialized or
regionally focused domains may therefore appear less
visible, not less valuable. Taken together, these ranking
systems illuminate fragments of a complex landscape.
They reward prominence and resources as much as
performance. They are useful prompts for comparison,
but they remain proxies—authoritative in appearance
yet inevitably partial.
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5. The consequences of a distorted university
ranking system

University ranking tables, though intended as tools for
comparison, often become shorthand for excellence
[36]. Their influence can subtly shift academic
priorities, emphasizing what is most visible rather than
what is most valuable. Faculty may feel pressure to
pursue projects that yield rapid publications or
citations, while long-term inquiry, foundational science,
or research addressing regionally important but less
globally prominent issues may receive less support.
When rankings are used as policy instruments, the
effects can widen [37].

Governments and university boards, seeking
competitive standing, may reward symbolic gains—a
higher table position, an international affiliation—over
sustained investment in teaching, research capacity, or
open inquiry [38]. In such settings, students risk being
treated more as consumers than partners, and faculty
may narrow their work to align with institutional goals.
These dynamics are particularly challenging for
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Institutions in the Global South often generate work of
high social and scientific value, yet systems that reward
English-language publishing, branding, and scale can
leave this scholarship underrepresented. The result is
not a lack of excellence but a lack of visibility [39].

The broader risk is intellectual narrowing. When
signals of quality become proxies for wealth or
affiliation, the diversity that drives discovery can erode.
Ranking systems can be useful if interpreted with
caution, but they must evolve to recognize excellence
wherever it occurs. Universities best serve society
when they remain what they were meant to be:
communities dedicated to open, enduring knowledge.

6. Toward a transparent university ranking
framework

Critiquing existing university ranking systems is only
the first step; meaningful reform requires clear,
auditable principles that resist distortion. An outline of
such a framework is presented in (Figure 1) based on
an ad hoc literature review [1, 18, 22, 40-46].

universities

in lower-resource

Transparency index
Full disclosure of metrics and
weights; open datasets; no
proprietary algorithms

Integrity index

environments.

Highest score: Publishes an annual metrics guide with definitions; full datasets and
calculation codes are open and downloadable.

Lowest score: Uses unpublished formulas; only summary scores provided; methods
restricted or paywalled.

Tamper-evident records;
independent audits; sanctions
for manipulation

J
Highest score: All outputs and decisions logged on a secure, time-stamped ledger;
annual external audits published.
Lowest score: Data kept in internal files; no independent audit; errors corrected
without disclosure. J

GEAF index
d admissions;
pointments;
equitable tuition; rules reviewed
by independent bodies

Highest score: Admissions based on clear, reviewed merit criteria; leaders chosen
via open, competitive processes; tuition tied to income; academic rules reviewed by
independent panels with protections in place.

Lowest score; Admissions opaque or pay-based; leaders appointed without open
process; tuition inconsistent; little oversight or protection of academic freedom. )

Substance-oriented
index
Reproducibility; open
knowledge; societal impact

Student outcomes index
Civic and intellectual
contribution; critical thinking;
career breadth

Highest score: Majority of research open access with shared data; findings 3
replicated; work cited in policy and practice.
Lowest score: Research mostly paywalled; little replication; minimal real-world
uptake.

J
Highest score: Alumni active in public service, innovation, and diverse careers; 3
strong evidence of critical thinking and problem-solving.
Lowest score: Alumni success measured only by income; no skill or civic impact
data; career paths narrow. )

Figure 1 A Proposed transparent framework for ranking universities. GEAF: Governance, Equity, and Academic Freedom.

A renewed framework for evaluating universities must
begin with full transparency. Each metric—whether
bibliometric, pedagogical, financial, or reputational—
should be explicitly defined, and the underlying
datasets should be made accessible for scholarly
review. Proprietary algorithms, hidden weightings, or
consultancy services that could create asymmetries of
knowledge would have no place in such a model. As
scientific findings require replication and peer review
to be trusted, so too should the tools that claim to
measure academic performance be open to audit and
contestation.

Transparency alone, however, cannot guarantee
integrity. In an era when data can be curated,
purchased, or selectively presented, the system itself

must be designed to resist manipulation. Digital
infrastructures now offer ways to achieve this. For
example, decentralized, auditable records—whether
through blockchain-based ledgers or equivalent secure
platforms—ocould verify publications, funding sources,
teaching evaluations, and other institutional outputs
[47, 48]. Breaches or attempts to manipulate such
records could be addressed not only through score
adjustments but by temporary exclusion from ranking
exercises, an approach that would reinforce credibility
and trust.

Metrics must also emphasize substance rather than
appearance. The prevailing prestige economy often
conflates visibility with value; reputation surveys,
however large, remain proxies for perception. Instead,
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measures should reward the reproducibility of
research, the translation of findings into practice, and
the dissemination of knowledge in open, accessible
formats. Impact would be assessed not by citation
networks alone but by demonstrable contributions to
health, education, environment, technology, and
society.

No ranking can claim to measure excellence without
safeguarding academic freedom. A university’s
standing should reflect whether appointments and
promotions are based on scholarly merit; whether the
governance structure protects inquiry from political or
commercial influence; and whether diverse and
sometimes heterodox ideas are welcomed rather than
suppressed. An index of institutional independence
would provide a clearer signal of intellectual vitality
than simple resource counts.

Finally, measures of student outcomes must be
reimagined. Success cannot be defined solely by
graduate salaries or corporate placements. The
enduring purpose of higher education is to develop
critical thinkers, ethical innovators, and engaged
citizens. Metrics that capture civic contribution,
cultural and intellectual resilience, and the ability to
generate social value would reflect the true mission of
universities more faithfully than income indicators
alone. In sum, a new evaluative system must be
transparent, verifiable, substantive, protective of
freedom, and socially attuned. Anything less risks
perpetuating an illusion of excellence that measures
stature rather than substance.

7. Conclusion

University rankings, in their current form, often reflect
visibility and resource concentration more than the
scale of learning or the integrity of scholarship. Their
outputs can be shaped by historical advantage,
financial capacity, and strategies designed to meet the
assumptions of the ranking systems themselves.
Institutions that devote substantial effort to aligning
with these measures may rise, while those that
maintain focus on inquiry, teaching quality, and service
to society may be less visible in these ranking systems.
In this sense, contemporary rankings sometimes
function less as neutral gauges of excellence and more
as indicators of participation in a particular economy of
prestige. The need for evaluation is not in question;
universities must be accountable, and students and
policymakers benefit from clarity. But the criteria
should reflect the mission that defines higher
education such as the pursuit of truth, the cultivation of
intellect, and the protection of academic freedom.
Transparency must replace opacity; substantive
measures must replace proxies of brand or scale; and
freedom of inquiry must be recognized as essential to
excellence. The challenge before us is to move from
instruments that primarily reward visibility and
wealth to systems that honor substance, equity, and
freedom. Such a framework must be transparent, open
to audit, and resistant to manipulation. Reform is
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therefore not a question of aspiration but of necessity.
If universities accept to be measured by illusions, they
risk diminishing the very ideals they were built to
protect.
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