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Abstract. This study examines the role of international university rankings (QS, THE, ARWU, WURI) in
improving the institutional effectiveness of higher education systems. Rankings are increasingly used
as a benchmark for assessing the quality of universities that shape strategic priorities in the areas of
research, internationalization, and governance.

The study results show that participation in global rankings contributes to institutional modernization:
universities increase their scientific publications, improve their teaching staff, implement foreign-
language programs, and develop partnerships with foreign universities. Negative effects of rankings
have also been identified: focusing on a limited set of indicators leads to a decrease in attention to
the quality of education, social inclusion, and regional mission of universities.

A comparative analysis of the cases of Australia, South Korea, Kazakhstan, and the United Kingdom
showed that the effectiveness of improving rankings depends on consistent government support,
institutional flexibility, and strategic orientation. It is also found that alternative rankings, such as
the WURI, allow universities to reconsider their work in terms of social contribution, innovation, and
sustainability.

Keywords: international rankings, university performance, strategy, quality of education, institutional
reforms, social responsibility.

INTRODUCTION

Modern universities are increasingly influenced by global rankings such as the QS World
University Rankings, Times Higher Education World University Rankings (THE WUR), Academic
Ranking of World Universities (ARWU), and World's Universities with Real Impact (WURI). These
tools claim to provide an objective assessment of university quality and set benchmarks for stu-
dents, employers, donors, and governmental bodies.

Under the influence of rankings, university strategies are more frequently designed not
based on internal academic priorities but with the aim of improving positions within the global
hierarchy. This affects funding structures, international partnership policies, management deci-
sions, and academic recruitment. Meanwhile, concerns grow that rankings predominantly em-
phasize publication and reputation metrics, with limited attention to pedagogical quality, univer-
sity missions, and the social significance of their activities.

The relevance of this research lies in the need to reconsider whether rankings truly contribute
to improving educational quality or whether they stimulate reputational strategies and mimic re-
forms. The focus of the analysis is on the logic of ranking metrics, the institutional consequences of
their dominance, and possibilities for building alternative systems to assess university effectiveness.
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LITERATURE REVIEW

Two main positions emerge in the academic literature regarding the role of university rank-
ings. Supporters of rankings view them as tools for increasing transparency, accountability, and
global competitiveness of universities [1, 2]. Opponents, however, point to methodological and
conceptual limitations, especially reductionism, where complex educational processes are re-
duced to a limited set of formalized metrics [3].

Hazelkorn (2015) and Marginson (2023) emphasize that rankings contribute to forming in-
stitutional ambitions and provoke the development of “ranking management”, the strategic ad-
aptation of universities to ranking requirements, often at the expense of educational missions [1,
4]. This is especially characteristic of transition economies, where rankings become an external
benchmark of academic prestige [5].

Studies reveal a weak correlation between high ranking positions and actual teaching qual-
ity. The problem is exacerbated in non-English-speaking countries, where rankings often fail to
reflect national contexts and educational system features [6].

Alternative models, such as WURI and the More Than Our Rank initiative, propose new crite-
ria for assessing university effectiveness - contributions to sustainable development, innovation,
social transformation, and entrepreneurial activity [7, 8]. These approaches enable moving be-
yond the traditional research ethos and acknowledging the diversity of university missions.

Thus, the literature highlights that rankings have a real impact on universities' strategic be-
havior but do not always foster genuine improvement in educational quality and often shift the
focus from teaching to research activity and prestige indicators.

METHODOLOGY

The present study employs qualitative, critical-structural, and comparative approaches to
reveal the institutional consequences of universities' inclusion in the logic of global ratings. The
main focus is the analysis of the transformation of university efficiency evaluation models under
the influence of international metrics (QS, THE, ARWU, WURI).

Methodological methods are followed:

Content analysis methods used by rating agencies (QS, THE, ARWU, WURI) to identify key
performance indicators, including scientific productivity, internationalization, academic reputa-
tion, and industrial partnerships.

Comparative analysis of strategic universities in four countries: Australia, South Korea, Ka-
zakhstan, and Great Britain. The countries were selected on the basis of differences in the level of
economic development, policy in the sphere of higher education, and the degree of institutional
autonomy.

Interpretation of the influence of ratings on internal processes of evaluation of effective-
ness, including financing, personnel policy, development priorities, and teaching activities.

Synthesis of empirical and normative sources, such as university reports, government strat-
egies, rating databases (2020-2025), publications in Frontiers in Education, Higher Education
Quarterly, Materials of UNESCO, OECD, and EUA.

The methodology allowed us to assess not only the quantitative aspects of university ad-
aptation to international rankings but also the qualitative dimensions, including transformations
in governance, shifts in the understanding of the university’s mission, and evolving models of in-
stitutional effectiveness. In particular, secondary data included interviews and public statements
from management, teachers, and researchers, as recorded in published academic studies, in-
dustry reports, and materials from international organizations. Analyzing these sources revealed
quotes that reflect the perception and impact of international rankings on university strategies
and internal processes. This approach connected quantitative indicators with qualitative aspects,
such as changes in workload, the balance between teaching and research, and the perception of
reforms within the academic community.
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The results of the study confirm that international university rankings have a profound and
complex impact on the strategic behavior of universities, changing the perception of their effec-
tiveness. Under the pressure of global indicators, universities redefine management priorities,
academic strategies, and the content of educational programs, striving to conform to the logic
of the rankings. However, the effectiveness understood within the framework of the rankings is
significantly different from the result that corresponds to the social mission of universities and
the quality of the educational process.

As shown in Table 1, each ranking system establishes its priority hierarchy: QS encourages
the development of academic and corporate reputation; THE focuses on scientific productivity,
internationalization, and citations; while ARWU focuses exclusively on the research elite and No-
bel laureates. This structure of indicators creates a distorted model of effectiveness, in which
high-quality teaching, outreach, contribution to regional development, and the social mission of
universities are systematically marginalized [9, 10]. Shin and Kehm (2012), for instance, point out
that institutions are compelled to expand the quantity of publications in Scopus journals due to
global competition, even if this does not align with our long-term educational aims [11].

Table 1. Metric sets and structural priorities of modern global rankings
(QS, Times Higher Education, ARWU)

Ranking Key indicators Structural features Criticism

QS World University Academic reputation Predominance of Strengthening symbolic

Rankings (40%), employer subjective assessments,  capital, reputational
reputation (10%), high dependence distortions, ignoring
student/faculty ratio, on image and teaching
internationalization communication strategy

THE Rankings Teaching, research, Formally a Increased pressure on
citations, international comprehensive model, research productivity,
prospects, income from  but an emphasis on underestimation of
industry scientometrics and the social mission of

internationalization universities

ARWU (Shanghai Nobel laureates, Absolute focus on Exclusion of the

Ranking) publications in Nature/  the scientific elite and humanities, ignoring
Science, citation index productivity regional contribution,

priority of large, English-
language universities
Source: compiled by the authors based on literature

This structure of metrics yields several consequences. First, it creates a hierarchy of dis-
ciplines in which STEM fields gain an advantage, while the humanities and social sciences lose
priority. Second, universities are forced to reorient their internal processes to the requirements
of rankings. Third, it creates global academic inequality, in which the greatest preferences are
received by English-language, large, and wealthy universities with historical baggage, while local
universities focused on social function and regional development are marginalized [1, 12]. Ac-
cording to experts, rankings are now a daily indicator of performance that dictates the allocation
of resources, just like the stock market does for businesses [13].

To more deeply assess the heterogeneity of the influence of rankings, a case analysis was
conducted using four countries: Australia, South Korea, Kazakhstan, and the United Kingdom.
These cases enable us to examine how the national context and level of institutional autonomy
influence the effects generated by global metrics.

A comparative case analysis, presented in Table 2, revealed a variety of institutional strate-
gies for adapting to rating pressure:

In Australia, rankings are deeply embedded in the management culture of universities. Uni-
versities such as the University of Melbourne and the Australian National University include QS and
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THE indicators in their strategy documents, actively promote international publications, English-lan-
guage programs, and student mobility [1, 4]. However, the focus on rankings entails an uneven dis-
tribution of resources, with the humanities gradually losing support in favor of the STEM fields that
are prioritized by rankings [6]. Australian experts claim that engineering labs receive the majority of
university financing, although their school's philosophy used to be a source of pride [14].

South Korea exemplifies an institutionalized dependence on rankings. The government ini-
tiative Brain Korea 21 creates a KPI system that embeds international ranking indicators, thereby
shaping everyday management practices at universities such as Seoul National University and
POSTECH [7, 5]. Despite high positions in global rankings, the system is characterized by high
standardization, increased workload for teachers, and decreased academic freedom. According
to scholars, South Korean institutions are having less and less time to interact with students, de-
spite publishing more articles in a variety of research disciplines [15].

In Kazakhstan, the influence of rankings is less sustainable. Here, universities such as
Nazarbayev University and Al-Farabi Kazakh National University formally adapt the practices of
global universities, focusing on positions in rankings, but at the same time retain features of the
post-Soviet governance model, including limited autonomy, bureaucratization of processes, and
declarative reforms [16, 3]. The contradictions between the goals of internationalization and the
real capabilities of universities become especially noticeable against the backdrop of a funding
shortage and weak research potential. Although Kazakhstani institutions are competing for rank-
ings, analysts pointed out that their labs and libraries fall short of those of global leaders [17].

The British system demonstrates the most mature form of ranking integration. Here, in-
ternational rankings interact with national assessment mechanisms, in particular the Research
Excellence Framework (REF), which determines the distribution of research funding [18]. Univer-
sities such as the University of Oxford and University College London use their global rankings to
attract investment, talent, and international partnerships. However, this system has side effects:
teaching is marginalized, competition between staff increases, and administrative workloads grow
[19, 1]. Scholars underlined that the REF and international rankings have increased competition to
such an extent that we have a sense of being under a permanent stress test [20].

Table 2. Comparative analysis of cases

Nature of the impact of

Country Dominant strategy of universities  Side effects

rankings
Australia Market-oriented !ncreasgd publlcgtlons, Decline of humanities
internationalization
South Korea Institutionalized model KEI, standardlzatlon, focus on Pressurg, decreased
scient metrics academic freedom
Kazakhstan Fragmented impact Imitation of practices, declaratory !_lmlted autonomy, weak
reforms implementation
. . Integration with Balance between REF and Teaching in the shadows,
United Kingdom : . L
national frameworks  rankings bureaucratization

Source: compiled by the authors based on the literature

A comparison of these cases shows that the understanding of university effectiveness de-
pended on ranking indicators. In most cases, it led to an increase in institutional effectiveness, but
the concept of effectiveness itself was redefined in terms of external metrics rather than internal
missions and values. Universities began to view academic development through the prism of
quantitative indicators, which stimulates an increase in publication activity, expansion of interna-
tional cooperation, and increased competitiveness in the global education market.

At the same time, such a model inevitably forms a strategy of “focus on indicators,” in which
long-term goals related to the development of critical thinking, support for local communities, and
ensuring high-quality teaching recede into the background. As a result, a dual effect is formed:
on the one hand, universities demonstrate growth in key international criteria, which contributes
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to their visibility and reputation; on the other hand, there is a narrowing of the academic agenda,
marginalization of local and socially significant areas, and increased administrative pressure on
teachers and researchers. This imbalance creates the risk of standardization of educational strat-
egies according to the dominant models of the global North, which, in the long term, could lead
to the loss of cultural and regional diversity of university systems.

Table 3 examines the institutional and programmatic effectiveness of two important per-
formance metrics of institutions that are heavily impacted by national and worldwide rankings.

The analysis shows that there is a consistent, systematic divide between these levels, which
is a reflection of disparities in resource allocation and priorities. Most of the time, the rise in a
university's ranking is used to gauge the performance of the institution. Universities make active
investments to improve their faculty's publication activity, update their research facilities, and
broaden their selection of English-language courses in order to meet this metric, which makes
them more appealing to international students and encourages the citation of scientific research.

These steps enhance the university's standing internationally and enable quick improve-
ments to the official measurements used in rankings.

On the other hand, program effectiveness is still largely overlooked and treated as a sec-
ondary concern. Course curricula are updated slowly and may not always reflect current scientific
findings or labor market demands. Teachers' opportunities for methodical work and one-on-one
engagement with students are sometimes limited by heavy administrative and reporting work-
loads. Interaction with employers and alignment of programs with graduates’ actual career paths
are frequently lacking and underdeveloped.

According to European University Association (EUA) experts, this change in focus from the
caliber of instruction and the learning process to success in publishing and research endeavors
[21] has in fact enabled several universities to rise in global rankings. Nevertheless, this has not
always been accompanied by better academic outcomes, higher levels of student happiness, or
increased employability.

Table 3. Comparison of institutional and programmatic effectiveness
of universities under rating pressure

Program effectiveness
(in the logic of the
educational mission)

Institutional effectiveness
(in the logic of the rating)

Inconsistencies

Analysis parameter and challenges

Key indicators Number of publications, Quality of curricula, Indicators of
citation index, international | relevance of content, publication activity #
recognition learning outcomes learning outcomes
Management Improving positions in the Social contribution, Prioritizing official
guidelines ranking, internationalization, |student satisfaction, indicators
official KPI graduate employment
Focus on education | Science and international Teaching, competence Undervaluing teaching
policy cooperation development, accessibility ' in the university
of education strategy
Incentive subjects STEM, biomedical and Pedagogy, humanities and | Marginalization of
technical sciences applied programs humanities
Funding mechanisms  Monitoring learning Through publications, Through unequal
outcomes, satisfaction and | grants, reputation ratings |distribution of
social contribution resources
Impact on teachers | Increased reporting burden, |Reduced time for lesson |Imbalance between
emphasis on scientific preparation, demotivation, | research and teaching
productivity mission conflict
Impact on Formalization, Flexibility, connection Mismatch between the
educational standardization, imitation of |with the labor market, real needs of students
programs innovations inclusion of soft skills and the market

Source: compiled by the author based on the analysis of data and literature
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International rankings, initially conceived as a tool for increasing transparency, comparabil-
ity, and global integration in higher education, have over time become a powerful force in stand-
ardizing academic strategies and unifying the priorities of universities worldwide. A focus on a
limited set of quantitative indicators, often related to publication activity, citation rates, and the
volume of attracted funding, has shifted attention away from the comprehensive development of
educational systems toward the achievement of formal benchmarks. As a result, the real goals of
education, developing competencies, fostering critical thinking, and training specialists who are
in demand in society and the economy, are often replaced by tasks aimed directly at improving
positions in ranking tables.

In this regard, the need for a profound rethinking of the existing system for assessing the
effectiveness of universities becomes clear. Such a revision requires a shift from the dominance
of quantitative metrics to a more balanced model that considers not only formal results, but also
the quality of educational programs, their alignment with current and future societal needs, their
level of social relevance, their contribution to regional development, and real learning outcomes
measured through the professional achievements of graduates and their impact on public life.
Only through a comprehensive approach, assessing universities not by a narrow set of statistical
indicators but by a combination of academic, social, and cultural factors, can the higher education
system remain globally competitive while preserving its high social value and ensuring the sus-
tainable development of both individual regions and the country as a whole [5, 22].

CONCLUSION

The research indicates that international university rankings influence how universities op-
erate strategically. They define a single standard of academic success, where quantitative metrics,
publication counts, citation rates, and internationalization dominate. Meanwhile, social mission,
educational value, and regional development are pushed aside.

Rankings influence universities in many ways: universities integrate ranking indicators into
planning or sometimes just mimic the requirements. The degree to which universities depend on
rankings depends on their autonomy, national policy, and cultural history. Though countries dif-
fer, rankings always act as a hidden controller, shifting resources and academic goals. This raises
competition, increases bureaucracy, and sidelines fields not valued by global metrics.

Universities in developing countries are especially vulnerable in this system. Here, the focus
on rankings is often combined with insufficient institutional maturity, which creates a gap be-
tween external expectations and internal capabilities. The result is imitation strategies, symbolic
reforms, and formal reporting that do not lead to real changes in the quality of education.

In the long term, such dependence creates a more homogeneous model of higher educa-
tion, focused on the standards of the global North. This carries the risk of losing academic diver-
sity, reducing the ability of universities to take into account national priorities, and undermining
the sustainable development of educational systems.

To reduce these risks, it is necessary to move from a strategy of passively following rankings
to their conscious and critical use. This involves:

- creating national quality assessment systems taking into account regional and social
priorities;

- implementing comprehensive indicators that reflect not only scientific but also education-
al, cultural, and social performance;

- developing funding mechanisms that support a wide range of university missions, and not
just scientometric indicators.

International rankings can be a useful tool for global positioning, but only if they are inte-
grated into a broader, context-oriented development strategy. Universities that can combine ex-
ternal standards with internal values and priorities will gain a sustainable advantage, preserving
academic integrity and social significance in the context of global competition.
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AHpatna. byn 3epTTeyse Xanbikapanblk yHUBepcuTeT penTuHrTepiHib, (QS, THE, ARWU, WURI)
XOFapbl 6ifiM 6epy XyMeciHiH, NHCTUTYLMOHANABIK TUIMAINITIH apTThipyAafbl peni KapacTblpblIFaH.
PelTnHrTEp 3epTTey, MHTePHAUMOHaNAAHAbBIPY XaHe backapy canacblHAafbl CTpaTeruanblk 6acbimM-
AbIKTapAbl KanbINTaCcTblpaTbiH YHUBEPCUTETTEPAiH canacbiH baFanayipblH 3TafoHbl peTiHAe Kebipek
KONAaHbINagbl.

3epTTey HaTUXeNepi XahaHAblk PeiTUHITepPre KaTbiCy MHCTUTYLMOHANABIK MOAEPHN3aLMAFA bIKNaN
eTeTiHiH KepceTTi: yHUBepCcuTeTTep FblibiMU H6acbinbiMAaPAbl 6encerHgipyae, OKbITyLblnapablH 6inik-
TiNiriH apTThipyAa, afFbUILWbIH TiniHAEr 6aFaapnamanapabl >Xy3ere acbipbin, WeTenjik yHmpepcmTeT-
TepMmeH cepikTecTik 6ainaHbICTapabl AaMblTbin XaTblp. COHAAN-aK, PeNTUHITEPAiH XaFbIMCbI3 Scep-
Nepi e aHbIKTaNAbl: UHANKATOPAaPAbIH WeKTeY i XUbIHTbIFbIHA Ha3ap ayAapy OKy canacbiHa, a/1ey-
METTIK MHK/IO3USFA XXIHE YHMBEPCUTETTEPAIH aliMaKTbiK MUCCUACBIHA KOHIN 6enyiiH TeMeHaeyiHe
aKeneai.

ABcTpanus, OHTYCTiK Kopes, KasakcTaH xaHe ¥blopuTaHnsa KelicTepiH canbICTbipManbl Tanjay peri-
TUHITEri No3uunanapabl XakcapTyAblH TUIMAIITT TypaKTbl MeMaeKkeTTiK Kos4ayFa, UHCTUTYLUMOHAaN-
AbIK MKeMZinikKe XaHe cTpaTeruanblk 6afblTThlIblkka b6ainaHbICTbl ekeHiH kepceTTi. COHbIMEH Ka-
Tap, WURI crakTbl 6anama penTuHITep yHUBEPCUTETTEPAIH XXYMbICbIH KOFaMHbIH yneci, NHHOBaLuS
XSHe TyPaKTblIbIK TYPFbICbIHAH KaiTa KapacTblpyFa MyMKIHAIK 6epeTiHi fe aHbIKTanapl.

TyViH ce3pep: xanbikapanblk PeATUHITEP, YHMBEPCUTET KepceTkilwTepi, cTpaTterus, 6inim canachbl,
NHCTUTYUMOHaNAbIK pedopmManap, aneymeTTiK xayankepLuinik.
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AHHOTaUMA. B cTaTbe paccMaTpmBaeTCa ponb MeXAYHapOAHbIX PerTUHIoB yHuBepcuTeToB (QS,
THE, ARWU, WURI) B NOBbILLEHNN NHCTUTYLMOHANABbHOM 3$$eKTUBHOCTY CUCTEM BbICLLIEro 06pa3oBa-
HUA. PETUHI BCE Yallle NCMONb3YHTCA Kak OPUeHTUP 4SS OLEHKW KayecTBa yHMBepcuTeToB, ¢op-
MUpPYs cTpaTernyeckme npuopuTeTsl B chepe Hayku, MHTEPHALMOHANAM3aumnn 1 ynpasneHus.
Pe3synbTaTbl UCCeA0BaHMA MOKa3bIBAlOT, YTO y4acTne B rnobasbHbIX pernTuHrax AencTBuTenbHO
CNOCo6CTBYET NHCTUTYLMOHANBHOM MOAEPHU3AUUN: YHUBEPCUTETLI aKTUBU3MPYIOT HayYHYHO Ny6n-
KaUWOHHYIO aKTUBHOCTb, MOBLILIAT KBanudukaLumo npenojgaBaTenei, BHeAPSAOT aHMN0A3blUHbIe
NporpaMMmebl 1 pasBMBatOT NAapTHEPCTBA C 3apybeXHbIMK By3amu. OfHaKO BbISBEHbl N HEeraT/BHbIe
3¢ deKTbl - OpreHTaUMsa Ha OrpaHNYEHHbIN Habop nokasaTtener NPUBOANUT K CHUXEHUIO BHUMaHUS
K KayecTBy NpenojaBaHus, COLManbHON NHKA3UW U PErMOHaNbHOM MUCCUN BY30B.
CpaBHUTeNbHbI aHanun3 kencos ABCcTpanuu, FOxxHon Kopew, KasaxctaHa n BeankobputaHum eMoH-
cTpupyeT, uTo 3¢ PeKTUBHOCTbL NOBbLILLEHNS NO3NLMIA B PeNTUHIax 3aBUCUT OT HaNU4ns YCTOMYNBON
roCyfapCTBEHHOM NOAAEPXKKN, NHCTUTYLIMOHANBbHOM MMOBKOCTU 1 CTpaTernyeckon Leneyctpemnén-
HoCTW. KpomMe Toro, anbTepHaTuUBHble PeUTUHIN, Takne kKak WURI, OTKpbIBatOT BO3MOXHOCTU AN
nepeocMblCIeHNS YHUBEPCUTETCKOM 3¢ eKTUBHOCTY B TEPMUHAX 06LLeCTBEHHOrO BK1aAa, MHHOBA-
LIMOHHOCTW N YCTOMYMBOro Pa3BuTUS.

KnioueBble cnoBa: MexayHapoiHble pelnTuHrn, 3¢GeKTUBHOCTL YHMBEpPCUTETa, CTpaTerns, Kade-
CTBO 06pa30BaHUSA, UHCTUTYLIMOHAIbHbIE pedOpMbI, COLMaNbHaa OTBETCTBEHHOCTb.
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