
Soysal, Yasemin Nuhoḡlu; Baltaru, Roxana D.; Cebolla-Boado, Héctor

Article  —  Published Version

Meritocracy or reputation? The role of rankings in the
sorting of international students across universities

Globalisation, Societies and Education

Provided in Cooperation with:
WZB Berlin Social Science Center

Suggested Citation: Soysal, Yasemin Nuhoḡlu; Baltaru, Roxana D.; Cebolla-Boado, Héctor (2022) :
Meritocracy or reputation? The role of rankings in the sorting of international students across
universities, Globalisation, Societies and Education, ISSN 1476-7732, Taylor & Francis, London, Iss.
Latest Articles, pp. 1-12,
https://doi.org/10.1080/14767724.2022.2070131

This Version is available at:
https://hdl.handle.net/10419/265088

Standard-Nutzungsbedingungen:

Die Dokumente auf EconStor dürfen zu eigenen wissenschaftlichen
Zwecken und zum Privatgebrauch gespeichert und kopiert werden.

Sie dürfen die Dokumente nicht für öffentliche oder kommerzielle
Zwecke vervielfältigen, öffentlich ausstellen, öffentlich zugänglich
machen, vertreiben oder anderweitig nutzen.

Sofern die Verfasser die Dokumente unter Open-Content-Lizenzen
(insbesondere CC-Lizenzen) zur Verfügung gestellt haben sollten,
gelten abweichend von diesen Nutzungsbedingungen die in der dort
genannten Lizenz gewährten Nutzungsrechte.

Terms of use:

Documents in EconStor may be saved and copied for your personal
and scholarly purposes.

You are not to copy documents for public or commercial purposes, to
exhibit the documents publicly, to make them publicly available on the
internet, or to distribute or otherwise use the documents in public.

If the documents have been made available under an Open Content
Licence (especially Creative Commons Licences), you may exercise
further usage rights as specified in the indicated licence.

  http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

https://www.econstor.eu/
https://www.zbw.eu/
http://www.zbw.eu/
https://doi.org/10.1080/14767724.2022.2070131%0A
https://hdl.handle.net/10419/265088
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.econstor.eu/
https://www.leibniz-gemeinschaft.de/


Meritocracy or reputation? The role of rankings in the sorting of
international students across universities
Yasemin Nuhog lu Soysal a,b, Roxana D. Baltaru c and Héctor Cebolla-Boado d

aDepartment of Sociology, University of Essex, Colchester, UK; bWZB, Berlin Social Science Center, Berlin, Germany;
cUniversity of Warwick, Coventry, UK; dUNED, Madrid, Spain

ABSTRACT
University rankings have gained prominence in tandemwith the global race
towards excellence and as part of the growing expectation of rational,
scientific evaluation of performance across a range of institutional sectors
and human activity. While their omnipresence is acknowledged,
empirically we know less about whether and how rankings matter in
higher education outcomes. Do university rankings, predicated on
universalistic standards and shared metrics of quality, function
meritocratically to level the impact of long-established reputations? We
address this question by analysing the extent to which changes in the
position of UK universities in ranking tables, beyond existing reputations,
impact on their strategic goal of international student recruitment. We
draw upon an ad hoc dataset merging aggregate (university) level
indicators of ranking performance and reputation with indicators of other
institutional characteristics and international student numbers. Our
findings show that recruitment of international students is primarily
determined by university reputation, socially mediated and sedimented
over the long term, rather than universities’ yearly updated ranking
positions. We conclude that while there is insufficient evidence that
improving rankings changes universities’ international recruitment
outcomes, they are nevertheless consequential for universities and
students as strategic actors investing in rankings as purpose and identity.
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University rankings are now ubiquitous in the increasingly expanding higher education (HE) field.1

They are part of the broader move toward quantitative benchmarking and evaluation of perform-
ance across a range of institutional sectors and human activity (Berman and Hirschman 2018).
Accounting for excellence is now a widely adopted practice in every organisational field, public
or private. A growing literature, originating in North American and European scholarship, has
paid both theoretical and empirical attention to rankings (See Lamont 2012 for a review). Univer-
sity rankings as a research topic has also attracted attention in recent years, most of the empirical
work having been done in the US and focusing on how rankings change university organisational
behaviour, administration, college admission policies and student choices (Espeland and Sauder
2016; Monks and Ehrenberg 1999). In Europe, existing empirical studies are mostly descriptive,
either focusing on the shortcomings of the existing rankings and ways to improve them or taking
a critical view to highlight more generally their biases and conflict with the fundamental missions of
HE (Altbach 2012; Amsler and Bolsmann 2012; Dill and Soo 2005; Pusser and Marginson 2013;
Shin, Toutkoushian, and Teichler 2011; Taylor and Braddock 2007). While their pervasiveness in
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the European context is now widely commented upon, systematic studies about whether, and how,
university rankings matter in specific institutional outcomes are missing.

In this paper, we undertake an empirical analysis of the relationship between rankings and the
internationalisation of UK universities, more specifically the internationalisation of their student
body. Apart from its potential for generating revenue, the internationalisation of the student
body is highly integrated into the idea of a world-class university. Attracting students from abroad,
or sending their own abroad, is widely adopted as a priority and explicitly strategized by govern-
ments, tertiary education sectors and institutions alike (Buckner 2019; IAU 2019).

What is the role of rankings in shaping the sorting of international students across universities?
Unlike long engrained, socially mediated reputations, university rankings are designed to measure
‘objective’ changes in quality over time based on shared and standardised metrics. Thus, shifts in
rankings should impact on student recruitment over and beyond long-existing reputations. To
investigate, we use aggregate level institutional data from 88 UK universities observed longitudin-
ally and analyse the changes over time in the stock of international students in relation to changes in
rankings. UK is the second most popular destination, after the US, in the world for international
students (Hubble and Bolton 2021). In 2019/20 international students (excluding the ones from
the European Union) constituted 22 percent of total student population studying at the UK univer-
sities, their numbers trebled since the turn of the twenty-first century. Using organisational level
and longitudinal data, and controlling for several university characteristics, we analyse the perform-
ance of change in rankings versus long-held reputation in predicting the variation over time in
international student enrolment across universities.

How do university rankings work empirically?

The potency of rankings as a tool for evaluation has been highlighted extensively in the increasingly
important field of sociology of evaluation (Espeland and Stevens 2008; Fourcade and Healy 2017;
Lamont 2012). The broader literature emphasises the rise of ‘new public management’ in a neolib-
eral environment, resulting in frameworks and instruments of evaluation rapidly diffusing from pri-
vate to public sectors. In dealing with deregulation and ever greater budget cuts, governments and
public institutions turn to the tools of new public management to ensure greater efficacy, thus blur-
ring the boundaries between market and non-market evaluative schemes.

All evaluative schemes are based on classifications, and quantifiable indicators have become the
‘grammar’ underlying such classification practices (Berman and Hirschman 2018; Espeland and Ste-
vens 2008; Fourcade 2016; Mau 2019). Quantified representations form part of assessments of per-
formance, impact and risk in fields as wide-ranging as health, the economy, finance, education,
human rights, corruption, the environment, food and leisure (Kevin et al. 2012). In the realm of
HE governance, the culture of numerical evaluation manifests itself as university rankings but is
also present in quality assessment of various kinds, such as the Research Evaluation Framework in
the UK and academic annual reviews and promotions in the US and other parts of the world (Ramirez
2013). University rankings are based on a number of rationalised, quantifiable performance metrics
(based on algorithms and weights) which act as ‘proxies for quality’. These include funding and cita-
tions (research excellence), entry levels (student selectivity), good honours and employability (student
outcomes), student/staff ratio (teaching environment), and budget spent on academic services and
facilities (quality of infrastructure). Although different weights are given to different indicators across
the existing ranking schemes, the main categories do not change significantly – research indicators for
example have a significant place in all of them – affirming a convergent model of university excellence
(Hazelkorn 2007, 3; Hazelkorn 2014; Usher and Savino 2006). But more remarkably, like other edu-
cational indicators that underline global evaluation schemes (promulgated by the UN, UNESCO and
OECD), these metrics are perceived as representing universalistic standards. They are expected to be
applicable independent of local and national contexts; across HE systems, old or new; and HE insti-
tutions large, small, private and public.
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The universalistic projection of standards differentiates university rankings from other evalua-
tive schemes that have been extensively studied in the sociological literature, such as the agro-
food sector, particularly the wine industry. In the wine industry, quality conventions (measures
mobilised to evaluate quality) take into consideration both product and producer categories,
thus there is plurality in the logics of evaluation. Different classification conventions apply to
large industrial estates and craftsman wineries (Diaz-Bone 2013). For the product, quality is linked
with territorial and temporal anchorage: a certain region, a certain grape, a certain time period cre-
ates the distinction in quality (Chauvin 2009). Tradition plays a role.

HE institutions long had reputations based on tradition, age, and even territory, which landed
them at top of the prestige hierarchy. Ivy League, Oxbridge, Russel Group are shortcut terminology
for such reputations. University rankings are supposed to go beyond such reputation-based categ-
orizations and hierarchies by redistributing prestige based on universalistic standards and shared
metrics of quality. They operationalise prestige as a metric system in relation to ‘objective’ perform-
ance, not as long-held, often socially mediated, perceptions about the quality of the institution. They
are not to bestow distinction based on tradition, foundation year or any other particularistic
criteria.2

The differential allocation of institutional status via rankings is thus perceived as a meritocratic
process based on demonstrable outcomes, which can be enhanced by strategic organisational
decisions and investments (Baltaru 2018; Keith 2001). Rankings are expected to signal improve-
ments in quality and inform and influence a variety of universities’ stakeholders (e.g. applicants,
students, employers, funders, other universities, ministries), who should be responsive to status
changes as reflected in rankings.

To what extent do university rankings deliver on their promise of meritocratic mapping of qual-
ity and related status change? We investigate this question by examining whether changes in rank-
ing performance impact on universities’ recruitment of international students. International
student flows, more so than local students, are expected to be aware of and sensitive to rankings
as they are the primary source of comparative information on higher education institutions beyond
the national context (Mazzarol and Soutar 2002; Hazelkorn 2014). If indeed rankings distribute
prestige meritocratically, we should find that shifts in rankings, as opposed to long-anchored rank-
ing reputations, are consequential for international recruitment.

University rankings, reputation and sorting of international student flows

The relationship between rankings and reputation has not been explicitly theorised in the literature.
Bourdieu has a prominent place in studies on university rankings, and rankings in general (Heffer-
nan 2022). From a Bourdieusian perspective, rankings are means for reconfiguring reputation in
universities’ struggle for gaining symbolic capital, and relatedly other forms of capital. Universities
that are successful at the ‘ranking game’ are expected to attract best academics and students, win
most research funding and charge higher tuition. Yet, universities do not enter the ranking com-
petition from equal places; they carry the ‘cumulated scores’ of the past, as reflected in long-
anchored reputations (Brosnan 2017). Striving for distinction and relative advantage, potential stu-
dents and their families pay attention to institutional reputation to benefit from university’s sym-
bolic capital and to better their social position down the road. Marginson (2014) argues that, as a
proxy to reputation, rankings have become integral part of ‘status culture’.

Rankings also figure heavily into the studies of higher education from a neo-institutionalist per-
spective. A particular argument has been the cultural role of rankings in constituting strategic and
competitive actors and identities at both organisational and individual levels (Sauder and Espeland
2009; Hasse and Krucken 2013; Ramirez 2013). A standardised conception of higher education stu-
dents follows: those who pursue the best educational returns and who can easily move and learn
across HE institutions and systems. The projected actorhood of the university and its students
boosts the global prominence of rankings and their wide-spread currency even in highly
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resource-limited higher education contexts. The neo-institutionalist scholars, however, also stress
institutional path dependency and acknowledge the reputational structure of HE (Ramirez and Tip-
lic 2014). Once achieved, university prestige may exercise long term influence on resources and
legitimation. Thus, while starting from different vantage points, both Bourdesian and neo-institu-
tionalist scholarship suggest that institutional reputation can have independent and inordinate
influence on university outcomes such as attracting international students – an indicator for pres-
tige itself.

Empirically, systematic studies into the relationship between rankings, reputation and student
recruitment are scarce. Research conducted in the US shows that shifts in an institution’s pos-
ition in rankings can cause changes in the number and characteristics of domestic applicants
(Bowman and Bastedo 2009; Meredith 2004; Monks and Ehrenberg 1999). In the UK, research
found reputational signals to be important in decisions for study abroad (Findlay et al. 2010) and
ranking emerge as a significant driver of international students’ decision-making in choosing
universities based on analysis of the Higher Expectations Survey (Cebolla-Boado, Hu, and
Nuhoglu Soysal 2017). Souto-Otero and Enders (2017), using micro-level data from the Inter-
national Student Barometer survey, conclude that reputation (along with other factors such as
fee levels and quality of teaching) is more important than rankings in informing and influencing
students, the potential users of rankings.

Apart from the latter, these studies do not explicitly differentiate between ranking position and
reputation, which is our analytical interest here. Furthermore, they are mainly conducted from the
lens of individual students, as the ‘consumers’ of rankings, focusing on how rankings shape student
decision-making, along with other factors such as the personal environment of students. We sup-
plement this literature moving to an organisational level analysis, inquiring whether aggregate level
international student flows continue to be sorted and stratified across universities by historically
consolidated institutional reputations rather than by changes in rankings as suggested by the mer-
itocratic rationale.

Analysis

Data and variables

Our data are at the organisational level, and we analyse the extent to which university ranking pos-
ition in contrast to reputation predicts the variation over time in international student recruitment.
We set our dependent variable as the number of international, non-EU students enrolled in British
universities, using the data provided yearly by the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA). For
our analysis, we constructed an ad-hoc longitudinal dataset containing university level data for four
data points: 2010/2011, 2014/2015, 2016/2017, and 2018/19. These four data points represent the
available HESA tables providing longitudinal and comparable data across all our variables of
interest.

Our analytical strategy requires operationalisation of rankings position and reputation, our key
predictors, as distinct variables from each other. While rankings are expected to be responsive to
yearly changes in performance, reputational prestige, once formed, has an anchoring effect, whether
it is still deserved or not, and thus has long-term persistence (Baltaru 2018; Bowman and Bastedo
2011; Keith and Babchuk 1998; Schultz, Mouritsen, and Gabrielsen 2001; Taylor and Braddock
2007; see also Fine 2012). To capture these differences, we rely on data from two sources: data
on university rankings from the Complete University Guide (CUG) and data on institutional repu-
tation from historical ranking tables published by The Times and available at the Times Digital
Archive. We chose CUG data, published since 2007, over other available rankings (such as The
Guardian, Times Higher Education) for three reasons: its longitudinal rankings data are publicly
accessible; it has consistently available data on all UK universities; and importantly it does not
include subjective assessments of university reputation as one of its ranking criteria.3 The Times
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established the first ranking tables, as early as 1993; we use them to capture the initial formation of
reputation about the UK’s ‘top’ universities.4 We are aware that some rankings, such as Times
Higher Education for example, include international outlook (in terms of student and staff num-
bers) as a criterion; this is not the case for CUG or the initial period Times rankings, thus we do
not risk multicollinearity with our independent variables.

We constructed the variables for ranking and reputation as follows. The percentage change in
university rank, from 2010/2011 (the earliest publicly available CUG data) to 2018/2019 (the
most recent cross-section in our data across all variables of interest), represents how much the uni-
versity ‘objectively’ improved its position in rankings between these two time points. We have used
the widest available measure of change in rankings, from 2010 to 2018, as opposed to yearly changes
to allow as much variation as possible in the changes. In contrast, reputational prestige is time invar-
iant and operationalised as a binary variable on the basis of (a) those universities which consistently
ranked in the Top 20 in the early years (1993, 1994, 1995 and 1996) of The Times tables, and (b) the
universities that are among the founders of the Russel Group in the 1990s or joined shortly after.5

These universities were coded ‘1’ as opposed to all other universities, which were coded ‘0’. The per-
centage change in university rank on the one hand, and reputation on the other, allow us to differ-
entiate between the effects of universities’ incremental successes in the ranking tables and broader
perceptions of universities’ previously built reputations.

As control variables, we introduce several university level characteristics (data also from HESA)
that might bolster the number of international students. Where applicable, we operationalise these
indicators as proportions (in total students or in total income) to net out the effect of university size.

Firstly, having an international outlook may increase universities’ visibility and appeal to pro-
spective international students. We have two indicators to operationalise: the international research
funding (European Union and non-European Union) as a proportion of total funding from research
grants and contracts (measured in thousands of pounds) and the European Union (EU) students as a
proportion of total students.

Secondly, universities increasingly invest in student-oriented services to attract and cater for
international students. Universities’ service orientation has been operationalised as the expendi-
ture spent on student and staff facilities as a proportion of total expenditure (measured in thou-
sands of pounds). These facilities include careers advisory services, grants to student societies,
accommodation offices, athletic and sporting facilities, transport, chaplaincy, student counsel-
ling and health services. Whilst expenditure on student facilities is included as a criterion in
the CUG rankings, we have not identified multicollinearity between the two independent
variables.

Thirdly, we include controls of income from tuition fees and education contracts as a proportion
of total income. Recruitment of international students is often seen as a survival strategy in the con-
text of an increasingly deregulated and underfunded HE sector, especially since they pay higher fees
compared to home students. If a university’s budget heavily depends on tuition fees, the university
is likely to be more eager to accept international students. Some universities may even set their entry
standards low to increase their international intake. We do not include entry standards in the con-
trols, as they are among the criteria that CUG uses in calculating the university rank and the two
variables correlate highly (ρ > .80). The variable is measured in thousands pounds and includes all
income from student fees from individual students as well as other sources such as the Student
Loans Company, Local Education Authorities, the Student Awards Agency for Scotland, and the
Department for Education for Northern Ireland.

And lastly, we include the total number of students to control for university size, as well as the
number of international students the previous year. Large bodies of international students may
help raise the profile and bolster the reputation of the universities internationally.

All independent and control variables (except reputation, a time invariant variable) were
measured longitudinally, in line with the dependent variables. Table A1 in the Appendix provides
the descriptive statistics.
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Method

We ran two models, the second one including the lagged dependent variable (T − 1) as a predictor
to model inertia as proxied by the previous levels of international student enrolments. The data is
based on 88 universities (approximately 70% of the UK university sector), observed at our four
points in time. These are all universities with available longitudinal data across all our variables
of interest.6 The sample includes various universities, large and small, more and less international
in terms of the student body, and of different ranks and financial resources, as illustrated in Table
A1 in the Appendix.

We opted for modelling of time series after confirming that the clustering of observations over
time is statistically relevant.7 Regression models with random constant effects decompose the over-
all variation within (cross-time effect) as well as between years of observation.

Our model specification includes both time variant predictors (the percentage change in ranking
position, number of students, expenditure) and our time invariant predictor: reputation. The
inclusion of lagged independent variables helps us predict whether changes in university level
characteristics nurture or inhibit the number of international students, over and above university
reputation. We additionally control for time (by including dummy variables for each year) to
account for the overall growth in international students over the period. The specification of our
model is:

Yit = ai + ui(t−1) + b1Xi(t−1) + ei(t−1)

where αi is the number of international students in each university, which is adjusted yearly by a
residual called ui(t-1). The slope modelling the effect of our predictors and the university level
residual ɛi(t-1) is interpreted as in a standard regression model.

Last but not least, our VIF analysis confirms that there is no concern of multicollinearity (VIF <
2.5).

Findings

The results from the model predicting the number of international students are shown in Figure 1
(the table reporting exact estimates is presented in the Appendix A2). The figure shows the marginal

Figure 1. Average marginal effects predicting standardised international students.

6 Y. N. SOYSAL ET AL.



effects at the 95 per cent confidence interval in each case. We find that the reputation of the uni-
versity is the main factor boosting the numbers of international students. By contrast, improve-
ments in ranking tables as measured in per cent changes in table position have little to no
impact (the size of the corresponding estimate is fairly small in both models and statistically
insignificant at the 5% level). This confirms that the driver of university internationalisation as
measured by the number of international students is long-term consolidated reputational prestige
and not our alternative short-term sensitive proxy (shift in ranking position).

Our controls appear to have a limited role in predicting the stock of international students across
time. In Model 1, we see that international students are especially concentrated in large universities,
with a large share of EU students and who are more reliant on tuition fees. However, university size
and tuition fees are no longer statistically significant in Model 2, when controlling for the previous
level of international students. This is expected, as the stock of international students has direct
implications in terms of the size of the student body and the magnitude of tuition fee income.
The share of EU students remains a positive and statistically significant predictor in both models.
It is possible that the presence of EU students plays a role in defining a university’s international
outlook, thus making it an attractive destination for the non-EU, international students too.

Expenditure on student facilities, which universities invest in strategically, as they are thought of
as draws for international students and students in general, does not have any consistent effect.
Neither do international research funds.

Finally, after introducing in our models the number of international students in the previous
year, it becomes clear that a certain sort of Mathew-effect applies in attracting international stu-
dents. Those universities which already attracted more international students in the past, currently
also attract more of them: universities brand themselves ‘internationalized’.

Further checks

We further explored alternative operationalisations of ranking position to identify whether rank-
ings become a significant predictor under a different model specification. Firstly, we have oper-
ationalised the changes in rankings based on the international QS Rankings. This
operationalisation accounts for the possibility that international students consult international
rankings more than national rankings. We have not used QS Rankings in the primary model
because the sample size is limited; international rankings are available only for about half of
our current sample. We aim to explain variation in international student numbers across a
representative sample of UK universities, not only those who are included in the international
rankings. Nevertheless, our results were replicated by re-running the model on the limited
sample size afforded by international rankings (N = 46) as follows: university prestige was posi-
tive and statistically significant, while changes in QS Rankings were not a statistically significant
predictor for international students (p > .05).

Secondly, we added a binary indicator to capture universities whose ranking change pushed
them into ‘Top 10’ category. Being labelled as ‘Top Tier’ might carry more weight than generally
moving up in the rankings (Meredith 2004). For these universities the ranking change was arguably
statistically significant, i.e. at the 10% level (p = .051), along reputation, as opposed to alternative
operationalisations (e.g. Top 25) which were insignificant. The persistent effect of university repu-
tation when controlling for the most substantial change in university rankings (entering the Top
10), confirms the important qualitative difference between university reputation and rankings.
We find that reputation remains the strongest predictor of international student numbers, com-
pared with varied operationalisation of change in rankings.

Furthermore, we also run the models with an indicator capturing a more direct, strategic attempt
of signalling internationalisation: having a Pro-Vice Chancellor (PVC) International (coded ‘1’), as
opposed to not having one (coded ‘0’). We have not included this indicator in the main analysis due

GLOBALISATION, SOCIETIES AND EDUCATION 7



to the limited availability; the indicator is available only for 2017. The results showed no statistically
significant effect of having a PVC International on the number of international students.

Finally, to discard the possibility that the age of university is the main catalyst of reputation, we
estimated treatment effects models setting reputation as the treatment variable. Reputation in these
models is endogenized using foundation year. Our results show that reputation remains a signifi-
cant predictor of our dependent variable (number of international students) beyond the time since
foundation.

Discussion

Empirically focusing on international student recruitment, our findings point to a rather diffuse and
symbolic functioning of university rankings. We show that international students are sorted across
British universities based on long-anchored institutional reputations, more so than on the basis of
objective, precise indicators of quality conveyed by changing institutional position in ranking
tables. Universities’ reputational prestige, as opposed to their organisational performance as
measured in rankings, is the main determinant of their recruitment success. This contrasts sharply
with the perception that efforts to boost yearly changes in rankings are consequential, a view that
underpins significant changes in the governance and organisation of universities. Rankings fail to
deliver their meritocratic promise; if anything, they help to further legitimate reputation as a sym-
bolic good. Institutions long reputed to be at the top of the ‘prestige hierarchy’ benefit both from
socially mediated perceptions of reputation and from rankings that reinforce the symbolic value of
reputation.

If this is so, why do HE institutions and the sector continue to engage with rankings? In relation
to international student mobility, rankings’ persistent presence in HE is buttressed by widely
adhered human capital theories, which propagate a vision of education as an investment with
national and individual level returns. This is the predominant framework that universities and pol-
icy makers use to make sense of international student mobility. Share of international students is
viewed as a barometer of universities’ ability to effectively generate human capital and global talent
by pursuing ‘world class education’. Concomitantly, international students are regarded as rational
evaluators of universities’ performance, relying on rankings in order to compare the ‘university
market’ and discern the worthiest universities at a particular point in time. Rankings technology,
and its communication, makes possible comparison of institutions that are otherwise un-compar-
able on national and world scales, while also providing a common definition of the most valuable
and worthiest education to invest in (Espeland and Sauder 2012; Ramirez 2013).

More profoundly, rankings help perpetuate cognitive self-constructions of universities and stu-
dents as rational, goal-oriented agents (Hasse and Krucken 2013; Marcelo and Powell 2020). Uni-
versity rankings hold sway not only because they project universal quantifiable and comparable
standards of worth, but also because investment in them conveys purposeful and capable actorhood
with aspirations of mobility. For prospective students and graduates, pursuing rankings acts as a
proxy to signal their proactive exercise of agency. From universities point of view, improving rank-
ings is a strategic action, and in part seeking legitimacy in the increasingly standardised and trans-
nationalized sphere of higher education. In other words, rankings become HE purpose and identity
in themselves, decoupled from the very goal of enhancing educational excellence and internationa-
lisation (Baltaru and Soysal Nuhoglu 2018; Bromley and Powell 2012; Espeland and Sauder 2012).
Universities explicitly integrate improving standings in rankings into their mission statements, as
an indicator of their ambition for excellence. The wider narratives and publication of rankings
in the media makes it difficult for universities to ignore these listings. Small differences are mag-
nified, and relative positioning is celebrated (Brankovic, Ringel, and Werron 2018; Fowles, Freder-
ickson, and Koppell 2016), despite there being little empirical evidence on their impact on
organisational outcomes. An annual cycle of key performance indicators (KPI) takes hold (e.g.
increased enrolments, increased graduation rates, increased research funding, increased citations,
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increased engagement with society and businesses), tightly coupled with organisational strategies
and action, while the KPIs themselves become increasingly removed from the goals and advance-
ments they are supposed to signify.

As long as national governments are tied up with competitiveness in the global excellence race, it
is likely that HE systems will continue relying on the universalistic logic of rankings to level the
playing field for universities. Against the background of a manifestly uncertain future of the HE
sector, narratives of excellence entrusted in rankings emerge as roadmaps and structure expec-
tations and decisions (see Beckert and Bronk 2019). On the other hand, universities differ largely
in their resources and local and regional positionings; in an increasingly multi-polar world, it is
plausible that such differentiation will deepen. In such a context, to the extent to which partici-
pation in rankings is ‘voluntary’, governments and universities may reconsider whether engage-
ment with rankings is indeed a strategic choice. Such reconsideration may shake the HE
imaginary based on meritocracy, but it may also create the possible conditions for new ways of
fomenting collective rationality across the HE field, possibly more productive manner than
previously.

Concluding thoughts

Despite their centrality for university identity and missions, our findings clearly point to the over-
estimated role of rankings in shaping international student mobility. We show that universities’
efforts to attract international students through both organisational strategies (e.g. international
funding connections, diversification of services and facilities) and improvements in their ranking
are not consequential. However, our analysis has some limitations.

While our results are based on the widest timespan utilised in empirical research on this topic up
to date, it is possible that analysis conducted using data from a longer period might produce differ-
ent results than we report in this study. In the long-run rankings may indeed challenge the stability
of the deeply ingrained HE status order and consequently the empirical impact of established repu-
tations (Enders 2015; but see Fowles, Frederickson, and Koppell 2016). To give an example from
world rankings, in the last decade, universities from China, South Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong
and Singapore experienced dramatic upward movement, putting these institutions visibly on the
HE map. Future research should take into consideration the changes in the global HE field and
include a longer time frame as more data become available, to provide firmer conclusions.

Future research should also look beyond the UK (and the US), cross-nationally, where HE sys-
tems are historically less stratified along long-term reputations and fee structures. It is possible that
university rankings may indeed function differently in contexts where resources are not closely
linked with reputation. Finally, in our analysis we explored the impact of rankings on international
student recruitment, controlling for university reputation. Further research may employ the con-
ceptual and empirical differentiation we propose, between yearly updated rankings and historically
consolidated reputation, to assess how rankings work for a wider range of organisational outcomes.

Notes

1. According to a 2013 survey by the European University Association, sixty per cent of European universities
surveyed report that rankings play a role in their institutional strategies, eighty-six per cent monitor their pos-
ition in rankings, and sixty per cent dedicate human resources to monitoring rankings through dedicated
units or staff (EUA 2013).

2. Even when rankings are limited to specific groupings, on the basis of age and region for example (as inQS Top
50 Under 50, THE Asia University Rankings), the same quality conventions and benchmarks apply.

3. This is crucial as we are interested in operationalising reputation and rankings independently. The CUG cri-
teria are: student-staff ratio, academic services expenditure, facilities expenditure, entry qualifications, degree
classifications, degree completion (operationalised from the Higher Education Statistics Agency, HESA),
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graduate prospects, student satisfaction (operationalised from the National Student Survey, NSS), as well as
research intensity and research quality (operationalised from the Research Excellence Framework, REF).

4. Note that the earlier ranking tables by the Times and the CUG ranking tables display significant overlap in
terms of the indicators being used, ensuring comparability of our two variables. Similar to the CUG, the
Times indicators included research and development (R&D) income; scores from the research assessment
exercises taken by the Higher Education Funding Council; teaching assessments taken by the funding councils
for England, Wales and Scotland; employment ranking based on measures such as the proportion of graduates
going on to permanent employment; as well as: student and staff ratio, completion rates, proportion of first-
class degrees awarded, and expenditure on services such as library spending. The criteria used display some
variation from a year to another (e.g., in 1994 an indicator for completion rates is introduced, in 1995 the
indicator for R&D income is dropped) but the overall the measures remain consistent over time.

5. The Russell Group, established in 1994, is a self-selected association of (initially 17) universities in the United
Kingdom. Although the group comprises universities with rather mixed outcomes in terms of teaching and
research, the label nevertheless managed to capture the perceptions as a ‘distinctive elite tier’ (Boliver 2015).

6. Outliers have been excluded, e.g., the Open University, where the total number of students is about ten times
larger than the average university in our sample, due to the nature of distance educational provision.

7. The Breusch and Pagan Lagrangian Multiplier test has confirmed that observations are more similar within
universities (χ 2 = 160.24, p<.001).
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Appendix

Table A1. Descriptive statistics.

Interval variables Mean Standard deviation Min Max
International Students 2732.43 2168.02 60 14560
Total Students 18869.63 7810.23 3845 41180
% Change in Ranking (2010-2018) 11.19 52.20 −86.60 246.15
% EU Students 5.97 3.82 .66 19.63
% International Research Funds 24.19 12.70 0 70.00
% Expenditure on Facilities 5.61 4.77 0 28.38
% Tuition Fees Income 52.66 19.25 9.81 86.10
Binary Variables %
Reputation 18.14

Notes: Each interval indicator has been standardised by subtracting its average value from the absolute value and dividing the
result by its standard deviation. Values are rounded at the second decimal.

Table A2. Random effects model with lagged independent variables predicting the number of international students.

Variables Model 1 Model 2
Reputation .605*** (.075) .246*** (.050)
% Change in Ranking -.023 (.048) -.047+ (.025)
% EU Students (T-1) .169*** (.044) -.081* (.039)
% International Research Funds (T-1) .007 (.019) -.010 (.022)
% Expenditure on Facilities (T-1) .013 (.027) -.023 (.037)
% Tuition Fees Income (T-1) .096*(.038) -.032 (.044)
Total Students (T-1) .243*** (.062) .054 (.035)
International Students (T-1) .589*** (.063)
Wald Χ2 123.82*** 435.27***
N 258 258
R2 (within universities) .09 .15
R2 (between universities) .67 .88

Notes: +p<.10; *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001.
Robust Standard Errors in the Parentheses.
Coefficients and Robust Standard Errors Rounded at the Third Decimal.
The model controls for dummy variables for years.
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