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Abstract: The text is dedicated to the problem of the measurement  of academic 
prestige  or  reputation  in  popular  international  university  ranking  lists  as  Times Higher 
Education and  Quacquarelli Symonds Rankings. Academic reputation is considered as 
subjectively constructed concept, yet it is also the main indicator in both ranking systems. 
Could  the  academic  reputation  be  measured and what  are  the  main  problems in  the 
process of this measurement is the main focus of this paper. The text also analyzes briefly 
the social impact of these international university rankings on the universities and national 
educational policies.     
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INTRODUCTION
According  to  Google  Search  only  for  the  last  12  months  more  than  300  news 

materials written in English contained the phrase ‘university ranking’, i.e. this topic can be 
considered enough popular among the general audience. If the rankings have their social 
influence, then it is important to know how exactly these rankings are measured and if they 
are really capable to show the quality of the education in the respective institution as they 
pretend  to  do.  The  analyzes  particular  aspects  of  the  methodology  in  two  popular 
international university ranking lists as Times Higher Education (THE) and Quacquarelli 
Symonds  Rankings  (or  QS).   These  ranking  systems  offer  their  own  methodologies 
dedicated to measure different factors relates to the quality of education of the respective 
universities with the final aim to show the best universities to the potential users. In this 
way, the international university rankings can affect the choices of the future students but 
also the universities as such, that’s why it is important for the methodology of ranking to be 
made in a valid, reliable and last but not least, enough transparent way  exactly because it 
affects all the sides that are related to these rankings.   

This text focuses on some problematic aspects of the measurement of the so called 
academic prestige or reputation as key indicator in both ranking systems. 

A BRIEF LITERATURE REVIEW
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The problem with the measurement in these ranking systems is often discussed in 
the  literature.  There  are  many  studies  dedicated  to  problems  with  measurements  of 
popular  ranking  systems,  including  the  mentioned  above  (Safron  2013,  Huang 2018); 
there are also  detailed studies of  problems related to the measurement  of  academic 
reputation (Downing et al, 2017). Some authors (Belenkuyu, Karadag, 2023) discussed the 
methodology  problems  of  the  mentioned  and  other  international  ranking  systems 
according to so called Berlin principles (or standards to make a ranking system). A group 
of experts of UN university also criticized the biases in the methodology of these popular 
international  ranking systems,  biases that  could  also affect  the  educational  policies  in 
general (Nassiri-Ansari, T. & McCoy, D., 2023), as is also commented in this paper. A 
more detailed review of such literature can be also seen in Kotchekov, 2023. 

The problem is widely discussed; the aim of the present paper is to focus on the 
academic prestige as it is the key indicator of both systems mentioned above. 

THE CONCEPT OF REPUTATION   
The problem of  prestige  or  reputation  as  such was analyzed vastly  in  different 

classical and newer economic and social theories. This term is always related to the trust 
that the respective subject or group towards the object of reputation that can be related still 
to Weber concept of social legitimacy (Weber, 1992), or in other words, reputation can be 
defined through the degree of trust that the others have towards the object of reputation. It 
should  be  mentioned that  in  this  paper  prestige  and reputation  will  be  considered as 
synonymous for practical reasons: in the analyzed ranking systems there is no explicit 
difference between these terms or explicit definition of both terms. 

Reputation  is  crucial  for  the  public  relations  and  organizational  communication, 
moreover  some  author  define  public  relations  mostly  as  reputation  management  of 
particular organization (L′Etang 2007). There are different concepts and definitions what 
reputation  is,  but  in  most  sources it  is  seen as  something that  is  formed outside the 
organization,  on  the  basis  of  subjective  impressions  of  other  agents  towards  the 
organization (Ibid). Charles Fombrun defines the reputation as the sum of the images the 
various  constituencies have of an organization (2006, cited in Doorley and Garcia, p.3). 
The reputation should be then a crucial factor of how an institution (including an academic 
one) is seen by representatives of other by the outsiders, including possible students and 
other similar institutions. However, it is possible to “measure” the reputation at all? 

Measuring  the  reputation  in  general  is  not  only  a  problem  of  the  academic 
institutions’ reputation. As reputation is based on subjective impressions, “measuring” it is 
a  serious  challenge  in  general;  moreover,  in  practice  many  organizations  see  the 
reputation as intangible (and respectively immeasurable) asset (Ibid). Fombrun and Harris 
propose the so called reputation quotient (Fombrun et al, 2000), according to which  it can 
be measured by 20 different attributes that include product and services, managements 
and  other,  among  such  is  the  so  called  emotional  appeal.  In  this  case  also,  the 
measurement  of  the  reputation  can  be  indirect,  exactly  because  it  is  based  on  the 
subjective impressions of subjects outside the respective organization. 
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Similar  challenges  of  measuring  the  reputation  can  be  found  regarding  the 
academic institutions. To answer the question if  the reputation can be measured (and 
therefore included as a factor in the index of rankings) is more suitable first to look how 
this is done in the methodology  of two of most popular international  ranking systems: the 
aforementioned QS and THE.  

HOW THE AND QS MEASURE THE ACADEMIC PRESTIGE  
The ranking methodology of both platforms is based on similar logic, however there 

are some differences in the methodology. 
The ranking position of every university in both ranking systems is based on the 

points received for different indicators and the academic prestige or reputation is one of 
these  key  indicators.  The  other  indicators  are  based  on  quantitative  objective  data 
(number of citations, published articles, number of tutors per student and others) and the 
reputation is the only indicator that is analyzed trough survey made among academics. But 
academic reputation is the most important indicator: in QS system it represents 30% of 
weighting  in  the  ranking  points,  while  in  some  academic  areas,  for  example,  social 
sciences,  or  art  and  humanities  it  could  be  higher,  between  50%  and  60%.  (see 
methodology  for  details).    The  THE  methodology  “  divides”  the  reputation  in  two 
components: one that is defined as research reputation (i.e. in this case the academic 
institutions are evaluated for their research activity) and the teaching reputation related to 
the  education  as  such.  In  both  cases,  a  survey  among  academics  (lecturers  and 
researchers)  is  used  to  provide  such  information.  The  teaching  reputation  consists  in 
average 15% of the ranking of the university and the research reputation of 18% (i.e. the 
cumulative percent of both types is close to the overall academic reputation presented by 
QS). In THE methodology also the reputation can have hire impact in some academic 
fields as social sciences or art and humanities (where it is between 20% and 25% for the 
teaching reputation and between 22% and 30% for the research reputation). 

While  in  both methodologies the definition of  academic prestige is  not  explicitly 
shown, the similar way in which they obtain information about this indicator shows that 
both  methodologies  rely  on the same concept:  i.e.  academic  prestige  can be defined 
through the attitudes of others towards the institution. In this case, the methodologies rely 
on the attitude of people who know the institution professionally, i.e. work in the same area 
(such are the academics who take part  in  the surveys).  The QS ranking system also 
includes  an  indicator  called  Employer  reputation  (that  is  based  on  survey  among 
employers (in their role of hiring graduates of the respective universities). 

It can be concluded that in both ranking systems academic reputation is the key 
indicator and for universities specialized in the humanitarian field areas it could bring half 
or  even more of  their  ranking points.  So it  is  crucial  to  know how the surveys about 
reputation are made in both methodologies and what are their most problematic aspects. 

The surveys are aimed to academics and researchers, so finding such contacts is a 
challenge.  Both  systems  cooperate  with  academic  institutions  to  find  contacts  with 
tutors/researchers (and employers) that have to be eligible for the survey. While they may 
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choose random respondents from the acquired database, this is non-probability sampling 
method, practically a consecutive sample that could affect the reliability of the results (the 
opinions shared by these particular researchers could not be representative for the whole 
population),  i.e.  there could be a bias in the acquired information.  This is one of  the 
problematic aspects of both methodologies. 

Another  problem   is  the  dynamics.  The  opinions  can  change  relatively  fast, 
especially towards such value oriented factor as the prestige. But for various reasons both 
methodologies sometimes use older data from the opinion surveys and include it in the 
calculation of ranking points for later years. This means that the data become inconsistent 
because it is possible that in these later year the points related to other components of the 
respective university change (i.e.  another conditions regarding the educational  process 
had changed) however the attitudes towards the university: at least in the ranking system 
stays the same. In the same time this attitude is the main component of the ranking points 
(see above) and in the mentioned case the dynamic in the ranking system wouldn’t be 
represented in a reliable way. 

These are, however more procedural problems related to the acquisition of ranking 
points in both platforms, i.e. they could be corrected and perfected. The main question in 
this aspect is still related to the essence of the factor that is measured or at least tried to 
be measured here: the academic prestige (or reputation). Can the academic prestige or 
reputation really be measured and if not, could it be the main component of the ranking 
points in such systems?  

It is obvious that measuring quantitatively, i.e. objectively the academic prestige is 
impossible as it contradicts the essential concept of the term. In this aspect both ranking 
systems follow the only possible way: to define the academic prestige through survey of 
opinions. Also, as was mentioned above, the respondents belong to groups that would 
probably have direct or indirect contacts with the institutions, i.e. the hypothesis behind this 
is that their opinions shouldn’t be based only on some public image that the institution 
would have, i.e. they should be less biased. In the same time, the public image of the 
institution  correlates  to  its  prestige  because  this  is  exactly  the  process  in  which  the 
institution is perceived as prestigious (or not). The inclusion of indicators in regards to the 
public image (or the image in media, even social media) would also help to define more 
clearly the academic prestige. In both platforms however, obviously, a different approach 
is  followed:  the  prestige  is  represented  by  the  reputation  in  the  sphere,  because  the 
academic institutions are evaluated by academics (and researchers).   While the exact 
verbatim of the questions is not shown in the methodology of THE (QS published the 
questionnaire of the survey for 2025), in both methodologies is explained that that the 
main questions relies on mentioning institutions considered as the best by the respondents 
themselves. 

The spontaneous naming of the most prestigious institutions is considered to be the 
less suggestive way to ask for preferences in general, but in the same time such way of 
asking  the  question  also  inevitably  give  an  advantage  to  more  internationally  popular 
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universities than to such with regional importance (even if  the respondents themselves 
could live in the same region). Both methodologies try to overcome this bias by proposing 
regional rankings lists.  

In either cases, however, in the survey are not asked questions that would give 
more detail of how the respondents had chosen the respective universities, i.e. what are 
their main motives and respectively, how an university is defined as good (or prestigious). 

The prestige or reputation, as was mentioned above is a complex phenomenon. 
That’s why it is important to know the motives beyond the attitudes because they could 
differ: some respondents could refer to a certain university as good (therefore it should 
have a good reputation) because it is old and it has traditions: i.e. it has a stable and 
approved process of education, but other respondents could consider such institution as 
conservative and respectively, less reliable in the rapidly changing contemporary world.  It 
is also possible that respondents themselves while being professionals in the respective 
area also base their attitude of the university prestige precisely on the university public 
image simply for the reason that they do not have direct contact with this university and do 
not  know the educational  process from inside.  In regard to their  attitudes towards the 
research work, it is possible that they know a limited number of newer articles published by 
representatives of these universities in their area and all their impressions are based on 
older research work, i.e. their attitude could be formed in the base of the opinion that this 
university “was good”. Even if they know the university, it is practically impossible for one 
person to “divide”  the attitude formed by their personal contact with the university from the 
public  image  that  the  same  person  see  in  different  media  channels  especially  if  the 
university itself  has an active strategy to manage its public reputation. While the latter 
problem is out of the main focus of the present paper, it was already discussed in many 
studies and practical guides dedicated to the importance of publicity and the managing of 
the public reputation (for example, in Cristenssen et al, 2018). 

All these possible (and probable) circumstances would require a more sophisticated 
instrument (in this case, a questionnaire) that should register or at least, try to register all 
these motives that are behind the respondents’ answers related to the university prestige. 
In this way, at least it would be clear why some universities are considered better by other 
academics: do they offer education of higher quality or they are chosen simply because it 
is widely known that they are ‘prestigious’? 

In  the  present  methodologies  of  both  systems  such  types  of  indicators  are 
completely absent that makes the “measurement” of the reputation in both methodologies 
very problematic. 

Last but not least, the problem of the influence of the ranking system on its object of 
measurement arises.  One of the declared aims of the ranking systems themselves is to 
become popular and to help to more and more people to be oriented how good (or not so 
good) certain universities are; if they offer quality education and if they are institutions with 
good reputation, such that should be trusted on. In the same time, the main factor in such 
ranking  is  exactly  the  question  if  they  are  considered  good  or  respected.  This 
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“redundancy” is even augmented by the paradox that if the ranking system is successful, 
i.e.  if  it  achieves  its  goal  to  define  which  university  better,  then  it  is  the  ranking 
methodology  that  would  define  the  university  reputation,  i.e.  in  this  case  the  ranking 
system would be in a risk to measure itself.  

All these critics inevitable lead back to the question should the academic prestige 
be then the main factor in the ranking methodology? There are some international ranking 
systems that are based only on quantitative indicators and do not measure the academic 
prestige in any way, like the ranking of The Center for World University Rankings; however 
the  educational  process  in  certain  university  cannot  be  measured  only  by  number  of 
classes, lectures or students or by number of  the produced articles:  while this data is 
statistically reliable it  says few about the quality of education, the atmosphere and the 
student’s activity and involvement. Similar arguments are exposed in the Zurich University 
statement in which the institution explains why it  withdrew from any ranking system in 
general.  Relying  on  quantitative  criteria  only  wouldn’t  show these  qualitative  sides  of 
education that are crucial foe any academic institution. On the other side, if the ranking 
system is  aimed  to  help  the  students  understand  which  university  is  better,  then  the 
prestige is inevitable part of the factors that should be included in such ranking lists. In this 
case is preferable if the academic prestige or reputation is studied in detail in the survey, 
otherwise the good/not so good reputation couldn’t be (at least to degree) explained. 

SOME  SOCIAL  EFFECTS  OF  THE  USE  OF  INTERNATIONAL  UNIVERSITY 
RANKINGS (INSTEAD OF CONCLUSION)

In the same time, no matter how the calculation of this indicator is organized, there 
is a “secondary” effect of the existence of such systems on its objects of measurement 
(the universities) that shouldn’t be ignored. The problem is already discussed by several 
social researchers (for example, Espeland and  Sauder, 2007). While one of the main 
arguments for such ranking systems to exist is that they are independent form government 
agencies or  international  academic institutions,  these systems can have an impact  on 
social  policies  in  the  area of.  Some researchers  discussed the  impact  of  the  ranking 
system regarding the relocation of many students to the best ranked universities. As a 
consequence,  these  best  universities  attract  more  public  funding  that  others  that 
respectively  strengthen  their  position  in  the  ranking  lists  (Nassiri-Ansari,  T.  &  McCoy, 
D.,2023). While the ranking system itself is not the sole factor to this, its contribution to the 
phenomenon  couldn’t  be  ignored.  On  the  other  side,  while  being  independent,  these 
ranking systems can be also monetized that is already happening. For example, QS offers 
paid   consulting  to  the  respective  national  educational  institutions  or  the  universities 
themselves how to achieve better position in the ranking lists, as is mentioned on their site. 
There also other strategies for monetization by other ranking agencies but in any case this 
monetization of the process gives advantages to these universities that can afford to pay 
for this. Even if it is not paid, the ranking system can also affect the national educational 
policies: if the international ranking systems are used as indicators of evaluation of the 
universities that respectively can affect their public finding that is a risk that should be 
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considered not only by the universities themselves but also by the institutions and agencies 
that define the educational policies in the respective countries. 
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