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If ranking is the disease,
is benchmarking the cure?

Jamil Salmi
Tertiary Education Coordinator

Berlin, 7 October 2010

outline of the presentation

• uses and abuses of rankings

• from ranking to benchmarking

• benchmarking tertiary education systems
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ranking systems in 2010

Region National and International Ranking SystemNational and International Ranking System

Eastern Europe and Central 
Asia

Kazakhstan (A, B), Poland (C), Slovakia (B), Romania (B/C), 
Russia (B, IB), Ukraine (B/C) 

Asia

East Asia and Pacific
Australia (B), China (B, C, IB), Hong Kong (C), Japan (B, C), 
Korea (A), Malaysia (A), New Zealand (A), Taiwan (B, IB), 
Thailand (A) 

Latin America and the 
Caribbean

Argentina (A), Brazil (A), Chile (C), Mexico (B), Peru (B)

Middle East and North Africa
Tunisia (A)

North America Canada (B, C, B/C), United States (C, IC) 

South Asia India (B/C), Pakistan (A)

Sub-Saharan Africa Nigeria (A)

Western Europe

France (IB), Germany (B/C, C), Italy (C), Netherlands (A), Portugal 
(C), Spain (B, C, IC), Sweden (C), Switzerland (B/C), United 
Kingdom (A, B, IC) 
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who prepares the rankings?
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obsession with rankings

my university is…

more world-class than yours
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a thin line
between love and hate

• disagreement with principle

• criticism of methodology

• boycotts

• political pressure

• court actions (New Zealand, Holland, 
Canada)
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danger of rankings

• changes guided by rankings criteria

– priority given to top students (equity 
concern) and/or foreign students

– resource allocation (research)

• fraud in data presentation or survey 
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p y
participation, payment of students
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Red Queen effect

11

government responses

• let us make a new ranking (Russia, Ecole des 
Mines, France / EU)

• let us encourage mergers (France, Russia, 
Denmark)

• let us give additional money (Excellence 
Initiatives
• concentrate or spread in an equal manner?
• select or make institutions compete?
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risk of resource misallocation

‘ Australia cannot afford to spread...Australia cannot afford to spread
its relatively small resources too
thinly. It must invest in niche areas.
This means that some universities
and some fields should get

f i l f lipreferential treatment. If Australia
does not have some universities
playing at the high end, Australia will
fall behind.’ (Gallagher, 2008)

so should we just get rid of 
rankings?

14
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the growing
accountability agenda
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benefits of information

h i f i tit ti (d ti ) f• choice of institution (domestic) or for 
studies abroad

– surveys of student engagement

– information about labor market outcomes 
(Chile, Colombia)

16
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benefits of information

h i f i tit ti (d ti ) f• choice of institution (domestic) or for 
studies abroad

– surveys of student engagement

– information about labor market outcomes 
(Chile, Colombia)

18

• culture of transparency

• setting stretch goals
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positive aspects at institutional 
level

collecting and publishing more reliable data 

analyzing key factors explaining ranking

seeking to improve teaching, learning and research

proposing concrete targets to guide [but not p p g g g [
replace] strategic planning 

entering into mutually advantageous partnerships

the power of rankings

• public debate

– Malaysia

– Brazil

– France

20



11

national level

outline of the presentation

• uses and abuses of rankings

• from ranking to benchmarking

22
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top 50 universities (2010)

ARWU: 2010
CANADA 3

THES: 2010

WESTERN 
EUROPE, 6

UK, 5

CANADA, 2 JAPAN, 2

USA, 20

AUSTRALIA, 5

WESTERN 
EUROPE, 5

JAPAN, 3

CANADA, 3

USA, 35

UK, 8

OTHER ASIA, 6

size effect
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ARWU 

social mobility and inequality
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well-performing economies 
without world-class 

universities
WEF WB K4D SJTU

USA Denmark US (1)USA Denmark US (1)

Switzerland Sweden UK (4)

Denmark Finland Japan (19)

Sweden Netherlands Switzerland (24)

Singapore Norway Canada (24)

Finland Canada France (42)

Germany Switzerland Denmark (45)

Netherlands UK Netherlands (47)

Japan USA Sweden (51)

Canada Australia Germany (55)
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what the rankings lens does 
not allow us to see

• overall performance of tertiary education• overall performance of tertiary education 
systems

• access vs. equity

• quality and relevance

• institutional differentiation

• contribution to local economic and social 
development (human capital vs. patents)
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‘The United States doesn't have a
world-class higher education systemworld class higher education system
because it has many world-class
universities; instead it has world-class
universities because it has a world-
class higher education system.’
(Birnbaum 2007)(Birnbaum, 2007)

outline of the presentation

• uses and abuses of rankings

• from ranking to benchmarking

• benchmarking tertiary education 

30
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cross-country comparisons help 
put things into perspective

multi-dimension comparisons 
enriches the diagnosis
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what is benchmarking?

• process of comparing the 
performance of one’s tertiary 
education system to that of other 
systems
• competitors

• good practices

purpose

• improving performance

– diagnosis (identification of areas for 
improvement)

– definition of specific corrective 
interventions

– no consensus on what countries should 
do to improve their performance

– wide variations in system performance 
with similar funding levels and common 
country characteristics

34
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comparing Brazil and Chile
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elaborating the theoretical 
framework

• distinction between performance and 
health of system

– how good are the system’s actual 
outcomes?

– does it operate under conditions known to 
lead to high performance?

36

lead to high performance?

• definition of outcomes / outputs / results

• identification of determinants and 
causality relationships

i f d b i i l id



19

political & economic 
stability, rule of law, 

basic freedoms

telecommunications & 
digital infrastructure

vision,  leadership & 
reform capacityresults

resources & 
incentives location

attainment

equity

learning

research

technology 
transfer

values

quality 
assurance & 
enhancement 

governance & 
regulatory 
framework

diversification, 
articulation  & 

information 
mechanisms

it’s all about alignment
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results

2010

drivers of performancep

2000

justification for conceptual 
framework 

• World Bank: Constructing Knowledge• World Bank: Constructing Knowledge 
Societies (2002)

• OECD Synthesis of Tertiary Education 
Reviews (2007)

• Salmi: Challenge of Establishing World-ClassSalmi: Challenge of Establishing World Class 
Universities (2009)

• Aghion et al: Governance and Performance 
of Research Universities (2009)
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three types of indicators

• objectivequantitative

qualitative -
observed

lit ti

• objective 
measure

• objective 
description

lqualitative -
interpreted

• value 
judgement

examples of indicators
(results)

• proportion of the 

attainment

achievement 
gap

p p
working-age population 
(25-64) with a tertiary 
degree 

• proportion from highest 
quintile over proportion 
from lowest quintile

b f k d
quality

• number of ranked 
universities per 100,000 
inhabitants
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examples of indicators
(results)

research • number of citationsresearch 
output

technology 
transfer

number of citations 
per 100,000 
inhabitants

• number of patents 
per 100,000 
inhabitants

• proportion of voting
values

• proportion of voting 
age people who 
actually vote

examples of indicators
(system health)

regulatory • legislation and QA regulatory 
framework

institutional 
autonomy

lit

g
requirements favorable 
to private institutions 
(Y/N)

• Board selects university 
leader (Y/N)

quality 
assurance

• proportion of accredited 
programs
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examples of indicators
(system health)

• investment in tertiary
financing

allocation 
mechanisms

• investment in tertiary 
education as 
proportion of GDP

• proportion of public 
funds allocated with 
performance criteria

resource 
utilization

• average cost of a 
graduate
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key drivers of enrolment

No. Driver

1 d d i l i1 secondary education completion rate

2 public and private spending on tertiary education as a 
percentage
of GDP 

3 share of private spending as a proportion of total spending on 
tertiary education 

f (4 proportion of public spending, tertiary on total student aid (loans 
plus grants)

5 private enrolment share, tertiary (%) 

6 proportion of students studying at non-university institutions 
(open university, polytechnics. etc) (%) 

secondary school completion rate
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public spending
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student aid

public spend on student aid vs. 
enrolmentrate
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enrollment in non-university institutions

proportion of students studying at non‐university 
institutions vs. enrolment rate

8.0
Brazil

40.0
Chile

27.00
LAC avg

20.0

30.0

40.0

50.0

60.0

lm
e
n
t 
ra
te

53

0.0

10.0

0.0 5.0 10.0 15.0 20.0 25.0 30.0 35.0 40.0 45.0

e
n
ro

proportion of students studying at non‐university  institutions

summary comparison of Chile, Brazil 
and LAC average

80 0

90.0

1

Brazil

0.0

10.0

20.0

30.0

40.0

50.0

60.0

70.0

80.0

26

Chile

LAC AVG

1‐ secondary school completion  rate

2‐ public & private spending as % GDP
3‐ share of private spending
4‐ public spending on student aid

5‐private enrolment share
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CHE ranking interactive website

56
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57
Gero Federkeil

lessons

hi f i f i l f• thirst for information, culture of 
transparency and accountability

• rankings = one among many QA and 
accountability

• international comparisons help to 
stimulate a healthy debate on main 
challenges
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benchmarking

• different type of analysis

– system-wide rather than institutional

– multi-dimensional

– alignment of key dimensions

• actionable policy levers

– informed decisions
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clear goals

Building Minnesota’s Building Minnesota’s 
worldworld leading statusleading statusworldworld--leading statusleading status

in the knowledge in the knowledge 
economy requires economy requires 

setting goals for HE setting goals for HE 
and measuring results.and measuring results.

Governor Tim PawlentyGovernor Tim Pawlenty

benchmarking
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China’s National Talent Development 
Plan (2010-2020)

benchmarking

• different type of analysis

– system-wide rather than institutional

– multi-dimensional

– alignment of key dimensions

• actionable policy levers

– informed decisions

– avoiding complacency (like rankings)
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??
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