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Introduction

Higher education is increasingly framed in a broad strategy for internationalization, as
globalization has reshaped the global landscape of higher education where the operation of
universities has transcended national borders. In the context of the knowledge economy,
higher education is considered a key component of national competitiveness, as it is
important in terms of enhancing a nation’s knowledge-producing and talent-attracting
capacity. Based on these theoretical understandings of the global nature of higher education,
the literature highlights the significance of global competition in understanding contemporary
higher education development (see Marginson, 2006; Shahjahan and Morgan, 2016 for the
theoretical exploration of such competition for talent in knowledge production).

This chapter analyses the prevalence of global university rankings within this context of
the intensification of global competition in higher education and the associated call for
developing world-class universities in Asia. Focusing on the cases of Western Anglophone
countries, the literature considers neoliberal ideology and its pro-market practices important
forces driving internationalization of higher education (e.g. Hazelkorn, 2008). According to
this neoliberalization thesis, elite universities are differentiated and assigned to establish and
maintain a country’s status as a global higher education power, while mass universities are
responsible for commercial provision of higher education, thereby enlarging the country’s
share in the global higher education market (Marginson, 2006). Thus, university rankings are
seen as an important information tool helping international students choose their
destinations and institutions. In a similar vein, partnerships, scholar exchanges, and other
international collaborations hinge upon identifying peer partner institutions abroad. The top-
ranked universities mostly choose to partner with institutions other highly ranked institutions.
Under these conditions, institutions consider their participation in global university rankings
as part of their international marketing campaign targeted at multiple actors, both
domestically and internationally (Hazelkorn, 2015).

However, this chapter suggests that, different to the neoliberalization thesis, the global
competition within the Asian context is largely grounded on the theories of late development
and developmental states, which considers higher education internationalization a way to
sustain and enhance national competitiveness. In other words, the national goal of
internationalizing higher education is to catch up and compete with the advanced nations.
Thus, Asian countries and their universities endeavor to catch up with the standards of the
Western academic model, which is perceived to be more advanced. These national desires
have eschewed governmental cuts to higher education spending that have dominated Anglo-
Western discourse. Instead, governments in the Asian region have poured funding into their
universities, especially those on the elite end of the spectrum, with a keen focus on
international league table positioning (Deem et al., 2008).

The chapter further explains that such a desire to catch up with Western higher
education justifies the region-wide call for building world-class universities. Indeed, several
Asian societies (e.g. Mainland China, South Korea, Japan, Taiwan and Malaysia) encourage
their national top universities to pursue an image of a world-class university, with which the



universities are able to earn an internationally recognized status and become competitive in
the global competition for students, staff and funding. Then, global university rankings are
employed by some of the Asian governments as a policy instrument to measure and monitor
the performance of universities and to steer their higher education sectors towards a global
standard. Specifically, whilst the model of Western higher education in general and that of
American research-intensive university in particular are widely adopted as a benchmark,
university rankings are used to indicate and monitor the gap between Asian universities and
their counterparts in the West (Marginson, 2017).

Finally, the chapter illustrates an antinomy of the power of global university rankings.
On the one hand, the use of numerical terms in university rankings effectively illustrates a
simplified image of world-class university and creates a uniform but open space of
competition where universities are provided with a clear pathway to academic and research
excellence. On the other hand, given that the data for the measurement in ranking systems
are heavily drawn from English-language scientific production (e.g. publishing in indexed
English international academic journals), scholarly diversity is significantly narrowed. This
homogenizing effect exemplifies the closedness of university rankings. Some literature
further conceptualizes such favor to numerical criteria as a form of Western hegemony in
higher education (e.g. Marginson, 2009; Lo, 2011). Even under the consideration that ranking
culture had manifested locally, global benchmarks still often focus on a Western comparison.
On this conceptual basis, the prevalence of university rankings and their strong influence over
national higher education policy represent an institutionalization of Western hegemony,
which leads to an intensification of hierarchical differentiation and stratification at both
national and global levels. As a result, as shown in the cases of the five selected Asian
societies, the disparity between institutions within national higher education systems is
widened because of the policies of differentiation and fund concentration. At the global level,
as the Western hegemony is legitimized, the unequal global higher education landscape is
strengthened. However, some changes (e.g. reemphasizing local relevance and local
connection) over the past few years have led signs of a shift of focus from catching up to the
West to combining indigenous and Western knowledge. We suggest that this shift may
indicate a new era for Asian universities.

Prevalence of the Ranking Game

By the early 2000s, domestic rankings such as schemes produced by U.S. News & World Report
in the US and the Times Good University Guide in the UK already dominated their respective
sectors, but these kinds of private enterprise league tables lacked the impact in Asia. With
more heavy-handed state development models, government distinctions and projects
resonated more with Asian decision-makers. With the launch of the Academic Ranking of
World Universities (ARWU) in 2003, soon followed by Times Higher Education—QS World
University Rankings, though, the landscape of higher education across the world was forever
changed (Hazelkorn, 2015). No longer could universities in the region rely on domestic status
symbols related to government connections. Indeed, with the rise of global league tables,
Asian universities had a new barometer to measure against regional peers and even Western
systems.

The rise of global university rankings in the early 2000s was in conjunction with a new
global age for international education. This global era saw a dramatic increase in international
student mobility, particularly fueled by Chinese students and other Asian neighbors filling
classrooms around the world. Likewise, universities in this period created vast networks of






sacking of the University of Malaya’s (UM) Vice-Chancellor due to a drop in the THE ranking
that was not even related to changes at the institution, but rather to a tweak in the agency’s
metric (Salmi, 2009; Hazelkorn, 2015). Further, the threat of this happening sits with these
stakeholders every year. There is no running from the rankings. The European Commission
attempted to alleviate this jockeying nature of university rankings by introducing a band
system league table called Multidimensional Global Ranking of Universities {U-Multirank)
(Marginson, 2014). In this scheme, universities are not ranked ordinally, but rather putin large
groups according to various indicators. However, the alternative ranking has had little impact
globally, let alone in Asia.

Table 1: Leading Global University Systems with Indicator Weights

Criteria ARWU % Qs % THE %
Reputational Employer/ academic 50 Teaching/ research 33
reputation surveys reputation surveys
Research and  Nobel Prizes/ Medals; 90  Scopus publications/ 20  Scopus publications/ 42
Bibliometric Clarivate’s Highly cited citations citations; Research income
researchers; SSCI/ SCI/
Nature/ Science
publications
Internationaliz International faculty/ 10  International faculty/ 7.5
ation students students; International
collaborations
University Performance relative 10  Student-to-faculty 20  Student-to-faculty ratio; 17.5
Characteristics to size ratio Doctorate-to bachelor’s

ratio; Doctorates awarded-
to-academic staff ratio;
Institutional income in
public-private partnership;
Industry income

Source: Compiled from organizations’ websites and categorized by the authors of this chapter.

Understanding the Ranking Game in the Asian Context

The literature often adopts neoliberalism as the theoretical approach to explain the
prevalence of the ranking game within the context of the rapid growth of international higher
education trade. From this neoliberal perspective, global university rankings are important,
as they substantially influence student choice. In other words, the primary role of rankings is
to serve as a consumer information tool providing market information, enhancing market
transparency and upholding market accountability (Hazelkorn, 2008). Theoretically, rankings
are seen as institutionalization of market principles in the governance of universities. It
involves the incorporation of market values and practices into the regulation and organization
of universities (Lynch, 2015).

However, the Asian experience provides a different understanding of the role of
rankings in the global context. In Asia, university rankings are widely used as a policy
instrument by governments and university leaders to measure and monitor the performance
of universities in the context of contesting globalization. The performance data provided by
university rankings is also used in making decisions and allocating resources (Hazelkorn,
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laureates) used in leading ranking systems represent a manifestation of whiteness in the
global academic field (Estera and Shahjahan, 2019; Stack, 2020). In short, this side of the
ranking game produces an institutionalization of the global hegemony, which denotes a
coercive appropriation of Western knowledge production. Such coercive power, which is an
assertion of the catch-up mentality, is rooted in the historical legacy of European colonialism
and contemporary Western supremacy associated with Pax Americana (Lo, 2011; Ordorika
and Lloyd, 2014; Shahjahan et al., 2017).

However, some research suggests that the nature of the power of rankings is negotiable
rather than hegemonic. For instance, Lim (2018) argues that the influence of rankings is built
upon a kind of ‘weak expertise’ that identifies rankings as ‘the result of a constantly
negotiated balance between the relevance, reliability, and robustness of rankers’ data and
their relationships with their key readers and audiences’ (p. 415). Such negotiable nature of
rankings reveals that, to a large extent, the global rankings are commercial in nature, despite
being used as policy and management tools on the occasion of global competition in higher
education. In the context of India, Lim and @erberg (2017) further note that rankers are willing
to accommodate to Indian universities when developing and adjusting the methodologies of
their assessments, due to commercial considerations. These findings substantially question
the hegemonic nature of rankings.

Furthermore, policymakers and university leaders in peripheral Asian countries have
begun to reflect on the emphasis on catching up with the core Western models of research
universities. For example, as previously discussed, Mainland China has revised its policies in
order to move away from SCl and SSCI measures, although these actions would likely lead to
a fall in the rankings (Huang, 2020). Relatedly, in his article in THE, the vice-president of
China’s Tsinghua University notes that leading Chinese universities will adapt to a
development model that is not aimed at catching up, but responds to the needs of their
communities, the national development priorities and critical global issues. He believes that
Chinese higher education will demonstrate its own cultural characteristics (Yang, B., 2019).
Similar advocacy (i.e. emphasizing cultural roots and missions in higher education
development) by university leaders is reported in recent research on other Asian societies
(Yang, R., 2019). In sum, these latest developments drive us to rethink the hegemonic power
of rankings (Lo and Liu, 2021).

Conclusion: A New Era for Asian Universities?

Given the criticism over the competition and oversimplification brought about by the global
rankings, research explores the way of toning down the competitive elements and underlining
the collaborative ones in ranking exercises. For example, Shin and Toutkoushian (2011)
suggest that rankings should develop towards four directions: multidimensional, customer-
centered, regional and discipline-based. These directions are based on a principle that ‘the
real value of “ranking” is not ranking, but matching’ (van der Wende and Westerheijden,
2009, p. 78). Thus, as previously mentioned, U-Multirank was created in Europe, with a goal
of overcoming the overemphasis on research and the convergence caused by the other
rankings. Meanwhile, ranking agencies have proliferated the types of league table offerings
to include more regional and specialized offerings. For instance, in 2009, QS launched a
ranking specifically for the Asian region with altered weights and indicators. Likewise, ARWU
also produces a Greater China league table that incorporates universities of Mainland China,
Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan. Given the rise of a metric regime, international rankings have
pushed regulators to develop domestic rankings (e.g. China’s Chinese Disciplinary Ranking
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and India’s National Institutional Ranking Framework). However, the impact of these
domestic, regional and specialized rankings has been unclear. On the one hand, the diverse
ranking schemes allow universities to create narratives that manipulate their rank positions
to promote their own strengths (Heffernan and Heffernan, 2018). On the other hand, when
many Asian universities have already reached elite ranks in the more prominent schemes, the
secondary regional rankings look less appealing.

The rise of Asian universities in rankings has also led to signs of increased confidence
from the elite in the sector. For the past two decades, policies in Asia have been explicit in
the goal of catching up to the West and these elite-making policies throughout the region
have appeared to work. The top Asian universities and departments now appear in prime
positions on the various global league tables and their Western peers have pursued numerous
partnerships, providing key recognition from the old hegemonic group to the new risers. As
these elite institutions have caught up in the numbers game, they have been trying to
combine their traditions with Western knowledge, thereby pursuing research and teaching
suited to the unique needs and priorities of their communities (Yang, R., 2019). The
announcement that Chinese universities would no longer place emphasis on SCI publications
demonstrates this shift of focus in the post catch-up era.

However, although elite universities in Asia have successfully caught up in rankings,
strengthening the ‘clay feet’ segment of the systems that had been left behind remains a
challenge for many Asian higher education systems. Moreover, both the eagerness to join and
win in the ranking game and the argument of tensions caused by the shift in academic
centrality reveal an orientation of higher education development that is habitually set out in
an East-West dichotomy. This orientation rationalizes the focus of world-class status defined
by inclusion and affirmation by Western contexts. Thus, a corollary for what may lay ahead
for Asian systems in the post catch-up era is a reorientation that intimates an abandonment
of the East-West dichotomous approach and a reconstruction of the worldview that involves
a combination of competition and collaboration within and across regions (Lo, 2016). With
such a paradigm shift, Asian universities will truly divert attention away from the catch-up
game, but will see adherence to the needs of their respective societies.
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