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The article examines, primarily based on large-scale survey data, the functionalist 

proposition that HE customers, students and employers, demand rankings to be able 

to adopt informed decisions on where to study and who to recruit respectively. This 

is contrasted to a Weberian ‘conflict’ perspective on rankings in which positional 

competition is key. The article concludes that rankings are better understood as 

instruments in positional competition for a minority of global players. They are a 

crucial source of information only for particular groups of international students 

and employers. The empirical analysis further suggests that the state of economic 

development, cultural aspects and the availability of top-ranked institutions in 

the home HE system are important factors in explaining differences in the 

importance of rankings across countries. We conclude by arguing that national 

governments and HE institutions should re-visit the assumption of a wide-spread 

importance of rankings for students and employers. 
 

Keywords: rankings; comparative study; data analysis; educational policy; 

Egalitarianism; positional competition 
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1. Introduction 

 

This!paper!examines!two!central!assumptions!of!the!global!higher!education!(HE)!rankings!

literature,!namely!that!rankings!are!the!primary!guide!for!international!students’!choices!

and!that!they!are!a!central!source!of!information!for!employers.!The!influential!‘Berlin!

Principles’!on!ranking!of!HE!institutions!summarise!the!assumptions!to!be!investigated,!as!

they!affirm!that!rankings!‘respond!to!the!demands!from!consumers!for!easily!interpretable!

information!on!the!standing!of!HE!institutions’!(UNESCO/!IHEP!2006,!1).!Rankings!are!

meant!to!satisfy!a!‘public!demand!for!transparency!and!information!that!institutions!and!

governments!have!not!been!able!to!meet!on!their!own’!(Usher!and!Savino!2006,!38).!

Students!and!employers!are!thus!meant!to!use!rankings!when!choosing!educational!

destinations!and!when!sorting!out!job!applicants,!respectively.!International!students!are!

expected!to!be!especially!receptive!to!rankings!(Hazelkorn,!forthcoming),!and!have!become!a!

particular!focus!of!attention!given!that!in!some!countries!they!pay!substantially!higher!fees!

than!home!students.!The!effects!of!rankings!on!HE!institutional!strategies!and!government!

policies!are!notorious!(Marginson!2006;!Enders!2015)!and!have!even!some!led!governments!

to!adopt!new!initiatives!to!concentrate!funding!on!a!select!number!of!universities.!The!

meritocratic!discourse!(Young!1958)!has!extended!from!individuals!to!institutions.!One!of!

the!main!arguments!to!justify!such!competitive!strategies!is!the!need!to!attract!students!and!

ensure!the!employability!of!graduates.!This!raises!questions!regarding!the!use!of!rankings!

by!students!and!employers!on!which!we!focus!in!this!paper.!We!explore!this!claim!using!data!

from!two!large!surveys,!one!of!international!students!and!one!of!employers.!These!are!

complemented!with!other!secondary!data!sources!that!further!inform!our!analysis.!

!

Three!questions!are!explored!in!this!paper:!
!

Q1!Do!students!and!employers!use!rankings,!and!to!what!extent?!

!

Q2!Do!different!groups!of!employers!and!students!make!differential!use!of!rankings?!

!

Q3!Which!factors!affect!cross_country!differences!in!the!use!of!rankings!among!these!users?!

!

The!remainder!of!this!paper!proceeds!as!follows:!the!next!section!provides!a!discussion!of!

the!literature!on!the!use!of!rankings!by!students!and!employers!and!our!conceptual!

perspectives!based!on!functionalist!theory!and!positional!competition!theory.!Section!3!

presents!our!research!questions!and!expectations,!the!data!and!methods!used!and!their!

limitations.!Section!4!reports!our!findings.!In!the!light!of!these,!Section!5!discusses!the!

results!of!our!study!and!Section!6!concludes!pointing!at!avenues!for!further!research.!

 

2. Literature review 

 

2.1. Students’ use of HE rankings 

 

The study of the extent to which students use rankings to inform their application decisions is a 

growing though limited area of investigation, and empirical research has mainly focused on 

institutions on the ‘front page’ and students that attend or aimed to attend elite institutions. The 

dominant view is that rankings have strong effects: minor changes in an institution’s position in 

the rankings can cause perceptible ebbs and flows in the number and quality of applicants (Monks 

and Ehrenberg 1999; Dichev 2001; Bowman and Bastedo 2009). Usher and Savino (2006) go 

further to argue that students compare world rankings with fee levels in order to judge the ‘value 

for money’ offered by institutions. Findlay et al. (2010) found that determination to attend a 

‘world-class’ university was the most important factor for UK international students to study 

abroad while Griffith and Rask (2007) show some importance of league tables for high ability 

students. 

 

The evidence becomes less univocal looking at a wider student population. McDonough et al.’s 

(1998) study of 200,000 freshmen in the USA reports a relative modest importance of rankings. 



4

Evidence from Canada, making use of micro-data on university applications, suggests that media 

rankings do not play a prominent role in informing students (Drewes and Michael 2006). In the 

UK, Roberts and Thompson (2007) found little influence of ranking on applications: applications 

are primarily driven by location, local competitors’ performance, breadth of the programme offer 

and the market fit of the course portfolio (see also Chen 2007). 

 

This inconclusive evidence is partly due to certain limitations of the literature. First, many of the 

studies referenced do not differentiate between reputation and ranking position. Reputation, a 

general socially mediated belief about the status of a university, is not identical with ranking 

position. Reputation affected student choices before global rankings appeared, and the effect of 

reputation in decision-making should not be immediately equated with the effect of ranking 

information. Second, many studies have an insufficient focus on other factors than ranking 

positions that are of potential relevance for students – they basically ask about the importance of 

rankings. Dill and Soo’s (2005) literature review proposes a wide range of other factors that can 

influence students’ decision-making, such as availability of subject, teaching reputation, entry 

requirements, employment prospects for graduates, location, available support, social life and 

costs. Rankings could thus expected to be only part of a complex set of factors influencing 

students’ decisions (Locke 2007). 

 

Little attention has been paid to variations in the use of rankings by different groups of students. 

Roberts and Thompson (2007) and Gibbons, Neumayer, and Perkins (2013) find – based on the 

analysis of UK data – that those giving greater importance to rankings are likely to be a selective 

group of full-time, young, high achieving students from higher socio-economic backgrounds. 

Reported gender differences tend to be small (McManus 2002) while the importance of rankings 

may vary significantly by subject: in business administration the importance of rankings has, for 

example, been reported as higher than in anthropology (Chen 2007). Hazelkorn (forthcoming) 

suggests that rankings might be more important for postgraduate students who are more attuned to 

the value of their qualifications in the academic and non-academic labour market, although she 

does not test this. 

 

Regarding our third area of interest, geographical variations in the importance of rankings, little 

work has been done. Only few studies use student micro-data to explore the importance of 

rankings (McDonough et al. 1998; Drewes and Michael 2006; Chen 2007) and those studies tend 

to focus on a single country with a bias towards Anglo-Saxon countries. Recent research suggests 

that classifications and rankings may not be used as extensively in the European HE Area 

countries as in other regions (Vercruysse and Proteasa 2012), but no empirical work has been 

done, to our knowledge, to systematically explore intervening factors that would explain cross-

national or cross-regional variations. 

 

Conceptual debates and case study work, by contrast, point to a range of factors potentially 

influencing cross-national variations in the use of rankings: educational expansion and degree of 

internationalisation in the home country, degree of economic development in the home country, 

the importance of rankings in the national labour market, position of national HE institutions in 

global rankings, and their acceptance in the national culture (Szelényi 2006; Usher and Savino 

2006; Salmi and Saroyan 2007; Cremonini, Westerheijden, and Enders 2008; Bouwel and 

Veugelers 2010). This literature argues that as more students access HE and decide to go abroad to 

differentiate themselves from others, they will demand more information on the quality of 

international institutions. The labour market effects associated with studying in a top university 

have been reported to be more important for students from less economically developed countries 

(Perkins and Neumayer 2011), but may also be important for the achievement of top positions for 

students from highly developed countries (Brown, Lauder and Ashton 2011). Students from more 

developed countries may also take a wider set of considerations into account, such as exploration 

and self-development factors (Souto-Otero 2008; Waters, Brooks and Pimlott-Wilson 2011). The 

dearth of educational institutions in the home countries can be a motivational factor for many 

students to become internationally mobile (Rosenzweig, Douglas and Williamson 2006). 

Analogously, the lack of high-ranking institutions in the home country can lead international 

students to attach greater importance to rankings. Finally, Cremonini, Westerheijden, and Enders 
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(2008) argue that in collectivist societies, like East Asian societies, standing out even in a positive 

sense may not be perceived as desirable and that making ranking-based choices might be regarded 

as intimidating. In contrast, Teichler (2011) points at the traditionally important role of rankings in 

East Asia where they already played a role before the age of massification of HE and the rise of 

international rankings. The relationship of these factors with the use of rankings by students has 

not been examined using student survey data across a large sample of countries. 

 

In sum, the literature shows inconclusive evidence and some shortcomings from the point of view 

of our research questions. The literature offers, however, interesting arguments for hypothesis 

building about the use of rankings and intervening factors that might come into play in 

understanding the use of rankings by students. 

 

2.2. Employers’ use of HE rankings 
 

The literature on the importance of rankings for employers contains two strands: one based on the 

measurement of the economic returns to attendance to elite universities and one based on 

interviews with employers about their recruitment practices. Machin and Vignoles (2005) report 

an economic premium to graduation from elite universities in the USA and UK. However, 

Chevalier and Conlon (2003) found that attending a ‘Russell group’ university in the UK does not 

produce large economic returns. A study of the University of Sussex (2006) reports that only 25% 

of the UK employers approached cited league tables as their main source of information about 

quality and standards. 

 

On the whole, Machin and McNally (2007) suggest, following their review of international 

studies, that there is evidence of some effect to attending elite institutions, but also that this is far 

from conclusive. Strathdee (2009) argues that research generally does not provide unequivocal 

support for an independent effect of the reputation of the university attended on employment and 

income, and advocates a more detailed analysis of the effects of reputation in different subjects: 

what one studies may be more important than where one studies when looking for a job (James et 

al. 1989). Morley and Aynsley’s (2007) suggest that employers place more emphasis on 

traditional reputation than on league tables. A recent study among employers in nine European 

countries (Humburg, van der Velden and Verhagen 2013) identified the prestige or reputation of a 

university as one factor that employers take into account in recruitment decisions. Employers 

gave, however, much more weight to factors such as the match of field of study with the job tasks, 

relevant work experience, the type of degree, or study experience abroad. 

 

No empirical research has been done on variations in the use of rankings by different groups of 

employers. Recent research on the link between education and the labour market has, however, 

underlined the value that blue chip multinational corporations attach to the attendance to a few 

‘world-class’ universities (Brown, Lauder, and Ashton 2011). Nevertheless, it is not clear to what 

extent the views of these ‘swot’ companies (multinational companies, that take pride on the 

knowledge-intense requirements of their activities, and the opportunities they provide to their high 

achieving, globally recruited employees) could be extrapolated to other types of companies: the 

‘cots’, or those companies that in the eyes of the swots provide shelter to a ‘lower quality 

livestock’ of graduates. Finally, we found no studies researching cross-national variations in the 

use of rankings by employers. 

 

In sum, we know little about the role rankings might play in employers’ graduate recruitment. 

Most studies do not pay attention to variations among employers or across countries. However, 

the work done on multinational companies points at some promising avenues for further empirical 

investigation that contrast with the notion that rankings are functionally required by employers at 

large. 

 

2.3. Theoretical perspectives on the role of rankings and research expectations  

 

How can we understand the empirical findings presented above? We build on two main schools of 

thought (functionalist and positional competition theory) in exploring the role of rankings. As 
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regards the extent of use of rankings and group differences, the ‘functionalist’ perspective argues 

that rankings emerged in co-evolution with educational expansion and internationalisation of 

student markets. The functionality of rankings is explained with reference to a lexicon of 

performativity, academic quality and meritocracy, market competition, information supply, and 

rational student choices (Berger 2001; Dill and Soo 2005; Usher and Savino 2006; Salmi and 

Saroyan 2007). Such logics and functionalities are meant to apply to the general population of HE 

users (Varghese 2008) that will use rankings to inform their decisions. As the HE world expands 

and becomes more complex in terms of institutional stratification and possibilities to study abroad, 

and more fluid in terms of student flows the need for information increases. Traditional social 

networks can no longer provide students or employers with the necessary information in such a 

setting. In a new bewildering world of global mass HE there is a greater need for ‘consumer 

guidance’ across the board (Altbach 2004). 

 

An alternative proposition is based on the Weberian perspective of ‘positional competition’ 

(Parkin 1979). This explores the struggle for scarce resources, such as top academic credentials, 

that have value because they give access to preferential status and income streams relative to 

others in a hierarchy (Brown, Lauder, and Ashton 2011). The relative position in a hierarchy co-

determines the benefits to be expected. In this perspective, rankings are expected to be beneficial 

to some groups of employers and students more than to others: those at the top of the hierarchy 

(Enders 2015), who engage in their particular exchange of top credentials for top jobs. This 

expectation builds on what Parkin (1979) defined as rules of ‘closure’ in the achievement of top 

positions in the labour market. It is not one’s absolute levels of educational achievement, but 

relative achievement compared to others, that is of primary importance when allocating people to 

jobs; top credentials are expected to be the key to the very top jobs. The use of information about 

the ranking of institutions would decrease as one goes further down the list, as the sign value of 

the credential decreases disproportionally. For positional competition theory the sign (ranking) has 

become more important than the referent (a quality education), for functionalist theory the sign is 

an accurate enough representation of the referent. 

 

Building on positional competition theory it could be expected that students who give particular 

importance to their university of destination (rather than the country of destination) would give 

more importance to rankings than other groups of students. Students in ‘soft fields’ (where 

performance is more difficult to measure at the time of recruitment (Hansen 2001) and where 

institutional rank may carry greater weight in the labour market), those in undergraduate education 

(as the number of competitors for jobs could be expected to be lower at the postgraduate level) 

might also be more likely to use rankings. Employers who are particularly large, internationalised 

and have a globalised, qualifications-intensive workforce would be expected to attach greater 

importance to rankings than other types of employers. They are the corporate elites that are able to 

use their market power to attract ‘top talent’ and sell it at a premium in the global marketplace 

(Brown, Lauder, and Ashton 2011) (see Table 1). 

 

As regards cross-national variation, following functionalist theory, the need for ranking 

information could be expected to be positively, associated with mass HE and internationalisation 

in HE, because these factors increase the need for ranking information: employers faced with 

increasing numbers of applicants who have studied abroad, for instance, require more reliable 

information about the ranking of foreign universities. 

 

According to positional competition theory, massification of HE and expansion of international 

student mobility are also expected to be positively associated with the importance of the use of 

rankings, but for different reasons: they could be expected to accentuate positional competition for 

top jobs, which may result in greater importance being attached to institutional positions in 

rankings as a tool for differentiation in the labour market. 
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Further expectations regarding cross-national variations can be derived from positional 

competition theory: the use of rankings by students and employers could be expected to be 

negatively associated with the level of economic development reflecting that more economically 

developed countries will, on average, provide more opportunities in the labour market than less 

economically developed countries. The use of rankings could also be negatively associated with 

the number of high-ranking institutions in the home country – as the signalling and differentiation 

value of a credential from a topranked international university could back home be expected to be 

lower where there are plenty of opportunities to gain credentials from internationally top ranked 

home institutions. For positional competition theory, a collectivist culture could be expected to be 

negatively associated with the importance of rankings since individualisation will increase open 

positional competition. Additionally, and although some international students may be looking to 

obtain a job in their host country, students’ use of rankings would be expected to be positively 

associated with the importance that employers in the home labour market attach to rankings – 
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given that if rankings are important for employers they will be relevant for students in their 

positional competition for jobs (see Table 1). 

 

3. Data and methods 

 

The research questions and associated expectations derived from the literature are summarized in 

Table 1. The paper makes use of two main data sets, one from the i-Graduate International Student 

Barometer survey (ISB) 2009 and one from the Flash Eurobarometer 304 on graduate 

employability. Data from these surveys are used to explore question 1 (through descriptive 

statistics) and question 2 (through binary logistic regression). As regards question 3, we employ 

correlation analysis, using data from a range of other sources, described below. 

 

The ISB 2009 subsample used in this paper contains data for 29,741 international students from 

over 150 countries who chose to study a variety of subjects in Germany, the Netherlands, the USA 

and the UK.1 This data set thus provides a more comprehensive view of international students’ use 

of rankings than previously exploited data sets. The survey contained questions on students’ 

background (nationality, age, level and subject of study), and the factors students considered when 

deciding where to study (Tables A1–A3 for further information). The database allows for the 

exploration of differences in the importance attached to rankings by gender, study level, subject of 

study, whether the country or the institution was more important for the student in making the 

decision on where to study, and region of origin. It does not contain information on previous 

educational achievement or parental income, also identified as potentially relevant in the literature 

review. Students were surveyed within four months from the start of their course, which 

minimises recollection problems. Students are not required to complete the survey by their 

institutions, so the sample is selfselected, and results should not be generalised beyond our 

sample. The outcome variable that we use refers to ‘position in ranking/league table’ in general 

and does not allow to differentiate between national and international rankings. 

 

The data on employers’ use of rankings come from the Flash Eurobarometer 304 on graduate 

employability. This is a high quality data set that gathered samples for the 27 EU countries plus 

Norway, Iceland, Croatia and Turkey for employers with 50 or more employees that had recruited 

HE graduates in the past five years and/or were planning to recruit such graduates in the following 

five years. Samples were drawn according to simple random sampling procedures. Country 

samples varied between 100 employers for smaller countries to 400 employers for larger 

countries. The survey collected information on the needs and perceptions of graduate recruiters 

(Tables A1, A2 and A4 for further information). Between August and September 2010, 7036 chief 

human resource officers or chief executive officers (EU-27 countries = 6335) were interviewed by 

phone using simple random sampling procedures. The question that we employ as an outcome 

variable (Tables A1 and A2) referred to the importance that employers attached to recruiting 

graduates from national and/or international HE institutions with high international rankings/very 

good reputations. The survey question thus encompassed the dimensions of rankings and 

international reputation and can therefore be seen as providing an overestimation of the 

importance of rankings in recruitment. 

 

In addition, we make use of international data sets frequently employed in HE studies. These 

include data from Eurostat (percentage of the population 25–34 having attained HE in 2010, 

indicating recent expansion of access to HE in Europe for EU-27 countries), the World Bank 

(GDP per capita 2010 in ‘current USD’ indicating level of countries’ economic development), the 

Shanghai Academic Ranking of World Universities (Number of institutions in the Top 100 in the 

ranking, 2007) and UNESCO (Outbound international student mobility ratio per country, 2009; 

population 25 years or older who had completed tertiary education, indicating expansion of access 

to HE worldwide2) to explore factors associated with the importance students and employers from 

different countries assign to rankings, through correlational analysis (Tables A1 and A2 for further 

information). We further use data provided by the Hofstede’s Centre on ‘Cultural dimensions 

scores’ rating countries on a collectivist/individualist scale. 

 

Several indicators used are frequently employed in the literature to capture aspects such as level of 
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economic development (GDP), study levels (sub-BA, undergraduate, postgraduate taught, 

postgraduate research), gender, region of origin, fields of study (see Tables A1 and A2 in the 

appendix for further details). The operationalization and measurement of some variables deserves 

some additional comments: 

 

• Qualifications intensity’ in the workforce: This indicator provides data on the percentage 

of employees who are HE graduates in the organisations included in the European 

employer survey and is used as a proxy in the absence of more direct measures of 

‘knowledge-intensity’. 

 

• Globalisation of the composition of staff: This is measured as the percentage of 

employees with HE degrees recruited from outside Europe. The indicator is thus 

restricted to staff with HE degrees – that are most relevant for our analysis – rather than 

all staff. 

 

• Internationalisation of operations: This indicator captures the percentage of the day-to-

day operations of the organisation involving dealings with people in or from other 

countries. 

 

• On the job upskilling: While the indicator used is conceptually sound (indicating 

percentage of employees with HE degrees participating in further training), its two-year 

reference period is relatively long, and concentrates responses towards the higher values 

in this variable. 

 

• Ownership: We include type of ownership (public/private), to check if results for these 

different sectors of employment differ, widening the perspective of positional competition 

theory that tends to focus on private sector companies alone (Brown, Lauder, and Ashton 

2011). 

 

• Expansion of access to HE: We use two indicators, one from Eurostat and one from 

UNESCO – for the analysis that includes non-EU countries. The indicator from UNESCO 

is broader than that from Eurostat, but was chosen due to data availability for the 

countries we covered. We chose to measure access as attainment rather than enrolment, as 

completion gives a better insight about the competition new students could expect in the 

graduate labour market that they aspire to enter upon completion of their studies. 

 

• National culture: Hofstede’s collectivism/ individualismscores rank countries on a scale 

from 0 (fully collectivist) to 100 (fully individualist), based on the response to the same 

attitude survey questions by essentially matched samples in each country for which the 

scales are available (initially 40 in the 1980s). In this scale, individualism pertains to 

societies in which ties with individuals are loose and individuals are expected to look 

after themselves or their immediate family. Collectivism pertains to societies with high 

levels of integration and cohesiveness within groups, which protect individuals in 

exchange for loyalty. This scale has been exhaustively tested and has been employed in a 

large number of studies (see Hofstede, Hofstede and Minkov 2010; for a discussion of 

common criticisms to Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, see Hofstede 2002). 

 

• National HEIs ranking position: While several international rankings are available, their 

degree of overlap is relatively high. Shanghai Academic Ranking is one of the most 

visible and established international HE rankings. The results reported made use of the 

top 100 institutions in the Shanghai Ranking. Additional analysis using the top 500 

institutions yielded very similar results. 

 

• Outbound international student mobility: The measurement of international student 

mobility presents a number of definitional issues reviewed by Kelo, Teichler, and 

Wächter (2006). Nevertheless, the indicator used gives a good indication of the level of 

full degree study abroad, while taking into account the degree of access to HE in a given 
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country. 

 

The analysis undertaken is based on frequencies and cross-tabulations to ascertain the level of 

importance of rankings for students and employers in our samples. Second, binary logistic 

regression was employed to examine the factors that are associated with high levels of importance 

of university rankings for students and employers. The conversion of the outcome variable into a 

dichotomous variable enables a more straightforward interpretation of regression coefficients and 

is consistent with our interest in the argument of the ‘decisive’ importance of rankings for students 

and employers. For all regressions there are no high correlations between factors as revealed by 

VIF tolerance values. Regarding goodness of fit, the regression for employers yields a non-

significant result for the Hosmer–Lemeshow test. The regression for students yielded significant 

results for all variables, which could be due to the large sample size (see Kramer and Zimmerman 

2007). We report on statistical significance levels for the results associated with the student 

sample for reference only; given the way in which the sample was constructed and its size we do 

not aim to generalise our results beyond our sample. For the employer regression (which only 

covers EU countries), we included country dummy variables for each country. We do not report 

the coefficient estimates for those variables in the main text, but provide them in the appendix. As 

Pontusson, Rueda and Way (2002) note, the country dummies control for the values that 

observations for a country share by representing the variance unique to that country. This helps to 

control for omitted variable bias and facilitates the estimation and interpretation of coefficients by 

clearing out the influences of country-specific factors. For the student regression we used world 

regional dummies, which are reported. 

 

4. Findings 

 

4.1. Students’ use of HE rankings 

 

The functionalist perspective assumes that rankings are a crucial source of information for 

international students. Table 2 does not confirm this view: rankings are only number eight on the 

‘very important’ category, after reputational and quality factors, and aspects such as fees or 

personal safety. Other factors such as course title, hardly a news grabber or institutional shaker, 

are of similar importance for students as ranking positioning. The data also suggest that students 

differentiate between ranking, reputation and quality. The correlations between ranking on the one 

hand and reputation for career purposes, departmental reputation, institutional reputation, quality 

of research and quality of teaching on the other hand are all below 0.5. 
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The international students’ characteristics associated with rankings being a ‘very important factor’ 

informing their decisions are reported in Table 3. The results for gender suggest that rankings are 

more important for male students. 

 

Consistent with the expectations of positional competition theory, the odds of reporting rankings 

as very important increase for students for whom the choice of host institution was more important 

than the choice of host country. However, postgraduate rather than undergraduate students and 

those studying in ‘harder’ fields attach more importance to rankings. 

 

As regards cross-national and regional differences, rankings are seen as more important among 

Asian students and even more important among African students (reference category), raising 

questions regarding the relationship between individualism and ranking importance, an aspect to 

which we return below. Table 3 suggests that being from an economically developed region that 

has high numbers of leading institutions in global rankings and is more individualistic (Europe 

and North America), or being from Oceania decreases the odds of considering rankings as very 

important. Country level data (Table A5) shows that in Europe rankings are more likely to be 

considered very important in Southern and Eastern European countries (e.g. Romania and 

Bulgaria). Outside the EU, this pattern, where students from less developed countries pay more 
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attention to rankings, is roughly maintained. 

 

 
 

Exceptions are the rich ‘Asian tigers’ (Taiwan, Singapore and Hong Kong), where rankings are 

highly important. 

 

We explore how these patterns can be understood by examining the association between the 

importance of rankings for students (measured as the national average considering rankings ‘very 

important’) and five factors identified as driving the importance of rankings in our literature 

review. (The countries included in the analysis are all those presented in Table A5 of the appendix 

for which data are available.) 

 

The results presented in Table 4 are based on statistical correlations at the national level. The 

results are thus suggestive of associations and should be interpreted with caution, but provide a 

number of interesting insights. 
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As expected by both functionalist and positional competition theory, the correlation is negative 

and strong for the state of expansion of students’ home country’s HE system. The degree of 

outbound student mobility from the home country is positively associated with students’ use of 

rankings, but the relationship is not statistically significant. 

 

As expected by positional competition theory, the correlation is negative for the degree of 

economic development in the students’ home country and the number of high-ranking institutions 

in their home country. The lack of opportunity to study at home and at national high-ranking 

universities is a motivational factor for students to look at rankings. 

 

Unexpectedly for positional competition theory, a more collectivist culture is associated with 

greater importance of rankings for students. This pattern holds for global regions, with African 

and Asian students being more likely to use rankings, as well as within the EU. 

 

4.2. Employers’ use of HE rankings 

 

Table 5 looks at the importance of rankings for employers in the EU-27 countries. In the vast 

majority of countries, rankings are very important to less than a fifth of employers. Again, the 

importance of rankings is highly stratified across users, and more limited than suggested by 

functionalist theory. 
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The characteristics of those employers who show greater odds of considering rankings highly 

important are remarkably consistent with the expectations of positional competition theory. They 

are larger work organisations, with more internationalized operations, those that are more 

qualifications intensive, and that provide greater opportunities for on the job up-skilling and have 

more globalised composition of staff (Table 6). 

 

Amongst these variables, the size of the effect of globalisation of staff is particularly high. It is 

interesting to note that public employers show greater odds of considering rankings highly 

important than private companies.While positional theory has concentrated in the analysis of the 

private sector (Brown, Lauder, and Ashton 2011) employers in the public sector have greater odds 

of attaching high levels of importance to rankings than their private sector counterparts. 

 

Country effects detected by the country dummy variables (provided in the appendix) are large, 

indicating – as expected by positional theory – that national contexts matter. When compared to 

Belgium (baseline) the odds ratios to indicate rankings as very important information for 

recruitment are much higher in a number of countries primarily located in Southern and Eastern 

Europe. Small, less economically developed and more collectivist Eastern and Southern European 

countries thus dominate the top of the list. For employers in Central and Northern European 

countries rankings are much less often highly important. It should be noted that for a number of 

countries the results are not statistically significant (see Table A6). 
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Table 7 correlates, for EU-27 countries, importance of rankings for students (measured as the 

national average considering rankings ‘very important’) and employers (measured as the national 

average considering rankings ‘very important’ for recruitment), with five factors identified as 

driving the importance of rankings in our literature review. The results are very similar for both of 

these groups: direction of the relationship, strength of correlation and level of significance are 

similar for all factors. 

 

As expected by positional competition theory, the results yield significant correlations between the 

importance given to rankings by students on the one hand and the importance of rankings to 

employers on the other hand (see also Figure 1 –where numbers indicate percent deviation from 

the average). 

 

Both, employers’ and students’ importance of rankings, are significantly correlated with the 

number of home country HEIs in the Top 100 in rankings, with culture in the home country, and 

with economic development. While the negative signs for the number of top 100 institutions in the 

country and for economic development are consistent with positional competition theory, the 

positive relationship with culture is – as already given in Table 4 – contrary to the expectations of 

positional theory: greater collectivism is associated with higher importance to rankings. 

 

Correlations between the importance given to rankings by students and employers and the state of 

HE expansion and outbound international student mobility are not significant. Two of the set of 

variables presented are strongly (above 0.5) correlated among each other: rankings’ importance to 

employers and culture (−.564), and economic development and outbound international student 

mobility (.525). 
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5. Discussion 

 

HE rankings are among other things being used to justify political and institutional decisions 

under the assumption that they are key sources of information for students and employers. 

Functionalist accounts argue that they provide a tool to create hierarchies under a meritocratic 

principle, by making universities performance more transparent and enable students and 

employers to make better decisions. 

 

Such functionalist accounts of the overall influence of rankings present them as informing and 

influencing students and employers to a large extent. Our analysis of international student and 

employer micro-data suggests differently: rankings are not as important as they are often 

portrayed to be in informing and influencing these potential users. Other factors, such as 

reputation, fee levels or quality of teaching, are more important than rankings; even if we look at 

the student target groups that are expected to be more responsive to rankings (international 

students) and use indicators that are likely to overestimate the effects of rankings on employers. 

This may be because students and employers do not accept the sign (rankings) as an accurate 

measure of the referent (quality education) or because students – especially those who are not at 

the top of the performance and aspirations dyad – adopt diversified strategies to stand out in the 

labour market. The positional competition that the logic of investment stimulates can be played in 

more than one way, for instance choosing certain subjects or places where current or future 

employment opportunities are likely to be good, rather than highly rated universities. International 

students may follow personal development ‘consumption’ rather than investment logics in 

deciding where to study. They may also follow other signals, institutional reputations or 

information obtained through social networks rather than ranking logics. Our results also suggest 
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that regional and country effects are large, which raises questions regarding the extent to which 

HE is globalised, de-territorialised or borderless. 

 

Overall, positional competition theory is more informative than functionalist theory to explain 

who makes use of rankings. Our analysis of students’ and employers’ use of rankings shows the 

segmentation prevalent in both groups in our sample. Employers with greater odds of placing high 

importance on rankings are larger, qualifications intensive, more globalised in terms of operations 

and staff and more training intensive work organisations, all of which is in line with expectations 

based on positional competition theory. The effects of type of ownership (public/ private) is also 

significant. Students with greater odds of placing high importance on rankings attached greater 

importance to the institution than to the host country. The odds increase – against expectations- at 

more advanced levels of HE, and also for graduates from ‘harder’ fields compared to the 

humanities and social sciences – which deserves further investigation. Students from Africa and 

Asia exhibit greater odds of placing high importance on rankings than students from other regions, 

as do males compared to females. Both employers and students who exhibit greater odds of 

attaching high importance to rankings in our sample therefore have particular profiles. 

 

It seems doubtful to us that rankings could inform HE ‘customers’ more generally, unless we 

accept a number of unfeasible meritocratic assumptions; a ‘meritocratic paranoia in which there is 

only one way to measure ‘value’, linked to academic performance as defined by rankings. A first 

assumption is that stakeholders are bestowed with the capacity and inclination to review and 

understand rankings and act accordingly. For most employers, the differences between the 

National Yang Ming University, Southern Methodist University and Swansea University (all in 

the top 500 of the SJT ranking 2012) will, however, be opaque. How many of them will be 

interested in taking the time to check the last edition of one or more of the available rankings and 

understand them? Employers collect a wealth of information about candidates; the institution 

attended is only one factor they consider. Teichler (2011) also raised questions regarding whether 

students have the energy, interest or skills to meaningfully interrogate league tables. Ball et al. 

(2002) show, for example, that the understanding of national rankings varies significantly by 

social class, and students often guess the ranking position of universities wrong. The current 

proliferation of rankings may simply add to the confusion of casual ‘users’. 

 

A second assumption is that the ‘meritocratic’ criteria put forward by rankings will be accepted 

internationally. Yet, how likely is this in the light of the current geographic biases of rankings? 

Our analysis shows that rankings inform a minority of international students only. International 

rankings – those on which the Eurobarometer focused –cover only a few institutions per country. 

Can we assume that, for example, German and French employers will accept such ranking orders 

as a prime criterion in recruitment, overlooking the in-depth knowledge they have of national 

institutions and their social networks? Our analysis suggests differently. 

 

A third assumption is that ‘rankings beat reputation‘ because students and employers really want a 

meritocracy based on annual performance measurement. HE reputational hierarchies have worked 

because they are manageable (the institutions at the top are few and highly visible) and relatively 

stable, which offers certain advantages for users. They do not need to be checked every May. 

Many students will prefer a large degree of certainty in the HE hierarchy rather than a fluid 

meritocracy because degrees are credentials for life, and individuals will likely prefer that the 

positioning of universities does not vary too much too quickly. Some authors suggest that over 

time, rankings increasingly become reputation, rather than reputation being an independent 

indicator (Bastedo and Bowman 2010; Enders 2015). In our sample, students still make 

differential use of reputation and rankings, and perceptions of institutional reputation rate higher 

than ranking information. In fact, the large majority of international students in our sample from 

the UK and USA, countries with highly stratified HE systems and a long ranking tradition, do not 

consider rankings ‘very important’. 

 

When we move on to the correlational analysis at the national level, using data for European 

countries, the results suggest a tight link between the importance of rankings for international 

students and the importance of rankings for employers in their home country. Our findings also 



19

reveal a significant (negative) correlation of the importance of rankings to students and employers 

with the presence of national HE institutions that rank at the top in the global rankings and the 

degree of national economic development, as expected by positional competition theory. On the 

whole, positional competition theory is more powerful in predicting national variations than 

functionalist theories, and can also better accommodate why employers’ and students’ use of 

rankings is interrelated. 

 

Contrary to what was expected by functionalist and positional competition theories, expansion of 

HE at home or the degree of international mobility of the student population are not significantly 

associated with the importance of rankings for international students in our (EU-27) sample -

although expansion of HE became significant in the sample of 45 countries. The results for culture 

are also surprising from the point of view of positional competition theory, given that it is in more 

collectivist cultures – according to Hofstede’s index – that rankings are more important. The 

argument that greater collectivism could lead to a lesser effect of rankings seems to ignore the 

importance that is often attached to educational performance in collectivist societies (Teichler 

2011). In individualist societies, the ‘consumption’ element of international HE for self-

development may be stronger than in collectivist societies that may be more concerned with how 

the departure of a member of the community can help that community – or family – in the future. 

 

For Europe, countries reporting high importance for employers and students tend to be Southern 

and Eastern European, although there are also some exceptions to this rule. In Central and Nordic 

European countries, the importance attached to rankings is lower than average. In the UK the 

importance attached to rankings by students is particularly low. This geographical distribution can 

be mapped to different ‘welfare regimes’ (Esping-Andersen 1990), and deserves further research: 

in countries with less developed welfare states, such as Southern (Ferrera 1996) and Eastern 

European countries, students and employers tend to attach greater importance to rankings, 

whereas in countries where welfare regimes are more generous (central Europe and specially 

Nordic countries), the importance of rankings is lower. In liberal countries (UK, Ireland) 

importance is low for students, and moderate for employers. 

 

6. Conclusion 

 

Our study shows that research on the use of rankings by students and employers can gain some 

further analytical purchase by applying positional competition theory and by empirically 

investigating characteristics of users as well as national factors affecting the use of rankings. Our 

results suggest that the ranking game has, so far, been more about positional competition struggles 

than about widely spread information use. 

 

Some of our findings point at a more complex set of explanatory factors in the use of rankings 

than a universalistic perspective on positional competition theory is likely to cover. Rather than 

following ranking logics, usersmay follow labour market signals or consumption logics. Our 

findings also support the thesis of differential use of rankings by employers, being of high 

importance for ‘swot’ companies while other employers seem to rely more on local knowledge 

and affiliations that point at network theory as a useful tool in understanding their graduate 

recruitment. Our findings as regards the role of ‘cultural factors’ question a simple logic along a 

collectivist/individualist dimension and suggest that links with theories of ‘welfare state regimes’, 

that take into account a wider set of cultural and institutional factors within nations, deserves 

further empirical exploration. 

 

While we could employ unusually rich and big international data sets, our findings need to be 

interpreted with caution given some data limitations. As regards international student data, our 

findings cannot be generalised beyond our self-selected sample and our data set does not provide 

information on student characteristics that would allow to test one of the assumptions derived 

from positional competition theory: the preferential use of rankings by high achieving students 

with high socio-economic backgrounds. This is an aspect for future research. As regards 

employers’ data, we are confined to Europe and our data are likely to overestimate the use of 

rankings (since the survey does not discriminate rankings from reputation). 
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Our study has contributed to filling the gap in understanding the factors influencing the 

differential use of rankings in positional competition. Further in-depth research is needed to 

contextualise the competitive logics at work in the global HE landscape and how they interact 

with rankings providing ‘social order’ for their potential users. 
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Notes 

1. The survey is undertaken by i-Graduate on behalf of a large number of universities in the four countries. 

The analysis cannot identify the country of destination under the rules of data access agreed with the 

organization from which the data were obtained. 

2. These UNESCO data on the expansion of higher education – rather than Eurostat data on recent expansion 

– are used in Table 4 given the inclusion of non-European countries in the analysis reported in that table. 
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