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1. Globalisation and Accountability 
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Pressures for Transparency and 
Accountability 

• Ideological shift favouring neo-liberal values of the market and business 
efficiency models, and questioning public  service remits;  

• Globalisation has positioned HE as the “new crude oil”. Accordingly, 
productivity, quality and status of HEIs and university-based research are 
vital gauge of nation’s ability to compete successfully in global economy; 

• Rankings give appearance of scientific objectivity resulting in greater focus 
on performance: 

– Status of European HEIs sending shock waves across EU/member states ; 

• Public and Employer concerns about quality, particularly the quality of 
graduates and outcomes/outputs, especially in publicly-funded systems; 

• Students concerns about escalating costs and tuition fees, when compared 
with employability, career opportunities and potential salary.  
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‘ 
EU Policy Context 

 
‘Universities should be funded more for what they do than for what they are, 
by focusing funding on relevant outputs rather than inputs,…Competitive 
funding should be based on institutional evaluation systems and on 
diversified performance indicators with clearly defined targets and indicators 
supported by international benchmarking’. EU, Delivering on the modernisation 

agenda for universities: education, research and innovation (May 2006)  

‘Our education systems at all levels need to be modernised. Excellence must 
even more become the guiding principle. We need more world-class 
universities, raise skill levels and attract top talent from abroad.’ Europe 2020 

Flagship Initiative. Innovation Union (October 2010) 

“Europe is no longer setting the pace in the global race for knowledge and 
talent, while emerging economies are rapidly increasing their investment in 
higher education.” Supporting growth and jobs – an agenda for the modernisation of 

Europe’s higher education system (September 2011, 2).  
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Driving change across HE 

• In response, governments have embarked on significant reshaping and 
“modernisation” of their HE and research systems;  

– External verification has replaced self-declaration.  

• HE reluctant to engage fully suggesting unwarranted interference in 
“academic freedom” or unsavoury side of “new public management”:  

– L’Oreal mantra: “because we’re worth it”.  

• In aftermath of GFC, public policy, the public/tax payer and students have 
heightened interest in performance and productivity of HE: 

• Calls for greater accountability and transparency driving change across 
systems and institutions, in academic contracts, in service-level 
agreements with students, and with society at large.  
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2. Accountability and Transparency 
Instruments  
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Popularising Measuring Performance 

1. University rankings had origins in US in the early 20th century;  

2. USN&WR Best College Rankings (1983) begins providing consumer-
oriented information to students and parents; 

3. Global rankings  are int’l phenomenon since 2003. 

 

 

• Rankings  

– Latest and most popularised form of measuring and comparing higher 
education performance and organizational effectiveness (Shin, 2011); 

– Should be seen alongside other formats and methodologies as part of a broad 
movement for greater transparency and accountability(see Table 1) .  
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Transparency ‘Tools’ (1)   

• College guides: fulfil public service role, helping and informing domestic 
undergraduate students and their parents: 

– Market grown in response to rising costs, student mobility, and importance 
attached to qualification for future career opportunities and quality of life;  

– Information varies but broadly about the overall student experience, e.g. 
student housing, social life, costs to resources and education/teaching quality.  

• Accreditation: used to certify the legitimacy of a particular HEI including 
the authority to award qualifications, either directly or via another agency: 

– Considered “voluntary” but without HEI cannot operate or receive 
government funding – and herein lies influence or power of government; 

– Professional programme accreditation is how profession asserts control over 
its bailiwick; 

– In global labour market, accreditation = necessary international recognition.  
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Transparency ‘Tools’ (2)   

• QA, Evaluation and Assessment: used to assess quality of research and/or 
teaching & learning to compare and sometimes rank performance: 

– In Europe, process generally driven by nation-state, but there are efforts to 
establish a European framework and standard to underpin student mobility; 

– Results often published in hierarchical format as “league table” – leading to 
growing convergence between assessment and rankings (Clarke, 2005). 

• Benchmarking: used for systematic comparison of practice/performance 
with peer HEIs/nations to manage strategically, effectively and efficiently : 

– At institutional level, process generally voluntary, and often justifies joining or 
establishing an international network; 

– At national level, comparative data on performance can help put actions into 
policy context in order to achieve improvements; 

– At international level, comparative understanding of policies.  
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Transparency ‘Tools’ (3)   

• Classification: provide a typology or framework of higher education 
institutions to denote diversity according to mission and type: 

– Have had considerable influence on how different HEIs are described – with 
positive and perverse effects; 

– Classification has become rigid description of the system and HEI roles – 
translated into a hierarchy. 

• Rankings: hierarchical comparison of performance, nationally and 
internationally, in terms of a ‘league table’: 

– Popularity related to their simplicity – but this is also the main source of 
criticism (Hazelkorn, 2009, 2011; Rauhvargers, 2011); 

– Choice of indicators and weightings reflect the priorities or value judgments of 
the producers; there is no such thing as an objective ranking.  
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Discussion 

 
• Each “instrument” has developed in reaction to increasingly inquisitive 

and demanding environment in which HE operates: massification, new 
models, greater mobility, internationalisation and student choice;  

• As a consequence and of necessity, need to regulate marketplace leading 
to greater government involvement either directly in the process or in use 
of outcomes; 

• “Voluntary” or “self-regulating” aspect hides reality that failure to 
participate can have implications for legitimacy, funding or reputation; 

• Transparency instruments at supra-national level (EU, OECD) represents 
paradigm shift: 

– Process driven directly/indirectly by government; 

– HE is effectively losing role as primary guardian of quality (Harman, 2011, 51). 
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3. Recent European Developments 
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Drivers of EU involvement 

• Concern about global status of European HEIs – and implications for 
European competitiveness vis-a-vis Lisbon agenda; 

• Bologna Process anticipated need for enhanced convergence to create a 
coherent system of HEIs able to compete internationally:  

– Free movement of students, faculty and workers within and into Europe. 

• EU Communications stress performance and competitiveness as way of 
saying future will be based on demonstrated merit rather than assertion; 

• European initiatives aim to challenge the conceptual framework and 
methodology of global rankings which has encouraged downgrading of 
teaching, ignored diversity of HE activity and institutional missions, and 
underestimated extent of Europe’s research.  
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EU Instruments 

• U-MAP: European classification system to map/profile diversity of HEIs; 
multi-dimensional format facilitates different users and stakeholders; 

• ASSESSING EUROPE’S UNIVERSITY-BASED RESEARCH to develop multi-
dimensional methodology to assess university‐based research;  

• E3M/EUROPEAN INDICATORS AND RANKING METHODOLOGY FOR 
UNIVERSITY THIRD MISSION to demonstrate breadth of HE activity in  
continuing education, technology transfer and innovation, and social 
engagement activity;  

• U-MULTIRANK to challenge dominance of global rankings based on 4 
principles:  i) user-driven, 2) multi-dimensional, 3) peer-group comparability, 
and 4) multi-level analysis. Will ultimately link with OECD AHELO. 
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Discussion (1)  

• 4 initiatives potentially aligned albeit its not clear the extent to which the 
learning/recommendations are being taken into account;  

• U-Multirank downscaled ambitions to be the alternative global ranking;  

– HEIs and countries volunteering fewer and more restricted than hoped (van 
Vught, 2011); 

– Limitations of indicators and absence of meaningful internationally 
comparative data means U-Multirank suffers from same problems; 

– May be too late to affect any serious influence on global rankings debate; 

– Therefore, politically shrewd to retake advantage by asserting itself as a 
benchmarking or information tool – and making a bold (critical) statement 
about rankings by renaming itself accordingly.   

•   
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Discussion (2) 

• Link between projects more profound: 

– Aim to  fundamentally restructure European HE under rubric of “modernisation”; 

– Many statements applauding diversity of European HE but also much criticism of 
Europe’s poor showing in global rankings;  

– U-Map/U-Multirank will enable governments/EU to differentiate between and 
within categories; 

– Greater system differentiation but also institutional stratification and targeted 
resource allocation, at the national and European level;  

– Given uneven distribution of capability/capacity across member/candidate 
countries and HEIs likely to be greater hierarchical differentiation, with increasing 
concentration of resources in a handful of institutions/countries.  
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4. Transparency “Tools” Driving 
Modernisation 
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Use “Tools” Cautiously (1) 

• No objective set of indicators for measuring quality; 

– Problems assessing quality through measurements of quantification;  

– “Which university is best” depends upon who is asking the question and which 
question is being asked; 

– International comparisons are complex because national contexts defy simple 
comparisons; 

• Know the Limitations: 

– Rankings have encouraged downgrading of teaching, ignore diversity of 
institutions , and underestimate the extent of Europe’s research; 

– Classification systems present static and inflexible view of higher education; 

– Many indicators disproportionately benefit older well-endowed universities  and 
undermine objective to drive mission distinctiveness; 

– Complexity difficult to measure but simplicity distorts.  
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Use “Tools” Cautiously (2) 

• Tendency to link rankings with classification, accreditation or performance 
funding BUT rankings  do not have capacity to assess needs of HE; 

– Measuring student entry level or the proportion of students admitted at a 
particular level may perversely discourage widening participation; 

– Educational quality can’t be measured by faculty/student ratio or entry scores;  

– If the criterion is "value added," better to admit students who are academically 
very weak, rather than those with a strong record (Trow, 2006, 579; see also AHELO); 

– Completion/graduation rates can skew assessment processes, while measuring 
employability can be difficult during a recession.  

• Unable to profile and measure diversity by measuring intensity;  

• Perpetuates binary between research/teaching, and world-class/regional 
institutions: attributes seen as oppositional rather than compatible.  
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Recommendations (1) 

• Assessing complexity is complex – and governments are striving for 
simplicity. BUT, implications so profound, that care must be exercised.  

• Review what’s important and how HE should be assessed; 

– Link indicators to policy objectives: e.g. distinctive missions,  engagement, 
widening access, etc.  

– Measure what’s meaningful not what is easy; 

– Do not create perverse incentives; 

– 5-year intervals (not annual) assessment; 
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Recommendations (2) 

• Consider alternative methods, e.g. benchmarking;  

– Student information/college guides rather than rankings;  

– Establish min. standards of public information which all HEIs provide; 

• Incentivize and reward full spectrum of teaching, research & engagement 
– at institutional and individual level; 

– This applies to incentives for Vice-Chancellors/Presidents, who are often hired 
and rewarded on the basis of making their institutions more elite. 
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Conclusion 

• Transparency “tools” can help policymakers, HEIs, students and other 
stakeholders better understand the system, and make clearer judgements; 

• BUT:  

– Aligning systems and institutions to indicators set by others for commercial or 
other purposes threatens the very foundations of national sovereignty and 
society;  

– Governments should stand together and SAY NO TO GLOBAL RANKINGS.  

• Lessons also for HE: must respond constructively to the need for greater 
transparency, and identify smarter ways to assess and demonstrate impact 
and benefit.  

• Ultimately, political and societal support for higher education can only be 
maintained by quality profiling, performance enhancement and value-for-
money which provides (public) investor confidence.  
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