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Rankings are disconnected from what matters in the world. The UK has one of the 
least productive economies in the OECD and one of the most unequal societies. 
Despite recent headlines about UK universities falling in world rankings, we’re still 
told we have the second best higher education system in the world. We’re also told 
we have the most productive universities in the world. These are all largely based on 
measures by academics about what they value in other academics.  
 
Meanwhile, flagging productivity and entrenched inequality mean that the generation 
at university now in the UK are facing being the first in the country’s history to have 
lower living standards than the generation before them. Global university rankings 
are a distraction from solving these problems. 
 
It is not surprising that countries with highly productive economies and relatively low 
inequality attach little importance to university rankings. We should do the same and 
focus on tackling issues that matter to people. 
 
Rankings are about prestige and are not about evidence-based policy-making. They 
fuel behaviours like good academics thinking they should be in higher ranked 
institutions because they don’t want to be associated with ‘low status’. They mean 
more highly ranked universities creaming off students from other universities, 
creating social polarisation in university systems. 
 
Rankings may have some limited value in enabling policy-makers and university 
leaders to benchmark, but they’re not designed for that purpose, so it’s dangerous to 
use them like that. They fail to ask whether research, or particular types of research, 
are best based in all universities, and they fail to enable judgements about teaching 
quality or expertise. They are generally rankings of how hard it is to get into an 
institution.  
 
For sure, they reflect a human obsession with pecking orders in the fight for limited 
resources. Sadly the most highly ranked universities are full of the most privileged 
students and the lowest ranked institutions are full of the poorest students. I think the 
world is moving on from resource allocation based on privilege to resource allocation 
based on purpose.  
 
This is not to argue simply that higher ranked institutions capture more government 
funding or fee income, because that’s not always the case. It is to argue that 
generally these higher ranked institutions capture more resources of all kinds – 
funding, media and political attention, elite graduate jobs, donations.  
 
They are constantly ‘the story’ and there is little doubt in my mind that the kickback 
against elites we’ve seen in recent elections and referendums includes a protest 



against elites wanting to separate themselves from others, in different 
neighbourhoods, schools and universities – based on status and rankings. 
 
My final point is about purpose and very much supports the critique made by others 
of a single scale. I remember my PhD supervisor saying to me that while cases have 
some reference to reality, variables are unreal, so take care with them! Think of an 
average; it often does not actually exist. What we have in the world is cases with 
attributes and contexts.  
 
Universities are cases. A ranking of these cases assumes the existence of some 
abstract variable called – what? Quality, reputation, status?  
 
I have read Robert Pirsig’s book Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance twice 
and still don’t understand what quality as a concept is about. The closest he got was 
to think about quality as something we care about, and identify with. 
 
That’s not a ranking. It’s a student whose life we’ve transformed. It’s a research 
problem that we’ve solved. It’s a creative breakthrough we’ve made. I haven’t seen 
any ranking capture these things that good academics care about. 
 
We have a diversity of purpose among universities – different universities doing 
different things. My university Middlesex has a great attribute – over 50% of our 
students come from working class backgrounds, and then we graduate most of them 
into middle class jobs.  
 
We do what we do at Middlesex in a context called London. If most of the 
universities that got Gold in the Teaching Excellence Framework were in London 
they’d almost certainly have got Silver or Bronze: there was only one Gold multi-
subject university in the capital. 
 
It’s right to compare universities, assess them and think carefully about the design of 
higher education systems and the opportunities they create. But rankings are not 
helpful and their authors would be better doing something more useful. 
 
     
 
 


