
THE ROLE OF RANKINGS IN THE MARKETING UNDERTAKEN BY 
UNIVERSITIES THROUGH THEIR INSTITUTIONAL WEBSITES 

Omid Morad Abadi 
Universidad Autónoma de Barcelona, Department of Applied Pedagogy (SPAIN) 

Abstract 
The development of university rankings has enough tradition in Anglo-Saxon countries and in recent 
years have proliferated university rankings in Europe and particularly in Spain. Among the rankings of 
world universities highlights prepared by the Shanghai Jiao Tong University (China). The role of 
rankings in this perspective is that of offering consumer information to the many buyers and sellers 
participating in the globalized higher education services. This study is an analysis study which 
applying a combination method of qualitative and quantitative to verify how rankings notifications were 
applied in the official websites of 4 metropolitan Catalan universities: UAB, UPC, UB and UPF through 
using the indicators such as: technical, marketing and rankings to compete among the other 
universities. This study also discusses about the rankings role in the marketing strategy of 4 
mentioned Catalan universities. This investigation tries to recognize the significant role of ranking 
being used in the website of aforementioned university by applying 3 instruments as: guideline 
analysis of the web pages, interviews with staffs of university communication and marketing 
department and questionnaires from PhD and master students. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  
The ranking phenomenon has expanded in line with the supply of higher education. Rankings are 
sometimes described as a way of simplifying and clarifying a complex scenario for students and other 
interested parties. Even ranking concept may cover many aspects, most rankings have a common 
factor in that they present indicators of quality explicit or implicit. In other words, ranking is an attempt 
to measure the quality of higher education. Through numerous rankings, guides and report cards, we 
are now learning which university is simply the best; in teaching or research, in a particular country, or 
within a region. Those universities that are not the best and they are many do not seem to be very 
pleased when journalists ask them why they are not on the top. They reply that the published rankings 
are unfair, methodologically unsound and measure only a small fraction of what universities do. Of 
course, if one of these universities actually ends up in a comfortable position in one of the many 
rankings around, they would perhaps also claim that this accomplishment is well-deserved, and mirror 
the good work that has been done over a number of years [1]. As such, rankings are part of the 
standardization of institutions in society with potentially negative consequences for institutional 
diversity. The starting point for the ranking of universities and higher education institutions is normally 
regarded as the early 1980s, when the U.S. News and World Report magazine published a ranking of 
American universities. The fact is, however, that the ranking of higher education institutions may be 
observed much earlier than this, such institutions were already being classified in 1870 in the United 
States, and various rankings were subsequently performed sporadically throughout the 20th century.  

Higher education and research institutions are competing at the international and national levels for 
the “best students”, the “best researchers” and, in particular, for funding. Potential students, in their 
turn, want to know where they should preferably invest their time and money to get the “best” 
education growth. Through numerous rankings, guides and notifications, we are now learning which 
university is simply the best; in teaching or research, in a particular country, or within a region. Those 
universities that are not the best and they are many do not seem to be very pleased when journalists 
ask them why they are not on the top. This investigation linked with a hypothesis that university 
rankings significantly affects the student’s future educational selection and the majority of elite 
researcher and students before making any decision, revising and checking the rankings of all 
universities. This investigation linked with a hypothesis that university ranking significantly affects the 
student’s future educational selection and the majority of elite researchers and students before making 
any decision, are revising and checking the rankings of all universities. This investigation analyzes the 
university webpages indicators and the role of rankings in the marketing strategy of a university. The 
research questions are as followed: 
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1 How do these Catalan universities use their rankings positions in their marketing strategies for 
better competing?  

2 What are the outcomes for the 4 metropolitan Catalan Universities: UAB, UPC, UB and UPF, by 
highlighting their rankings positions through their official website? 

Undoubtedly, rankings now play such a big role in shaping the opinions of current and potential 
students, parents, employers, and government about the quality of tertiary education institutions. 
Regarding the rankings aspects, it can be considered that rankings and league tables of higher 
education institutions and programs are a global phenomenon. They serve many purposes: they 
respond to demands from consumers for easily interpretable information on the standing of higher 
education institutions; they stimulate competition among them; they provide some of the rationale for 
allocation of funds; and they help differentiate among different types of institutions and different 
programs and disciplines. In addition, when correctly understood and interpreted, they contribute to 
the definition of “quality” of higher education institutions within a particular country, complementing the 
rigorous work conducted in the context of quality assessment and review performed by public and 
independent accrediting agencies [6]. This is why rankings of higher education institutions have 
become part of the framework of national accountability and quality assurance processes, and why 
more nations are likely to see the development of rankings in the future. Given this trend, it is 
important that those producing rankings and league tables hold themselves accountable for quality in 
their own data collection, methodology, and dissemination.  

The marketing aspects of higher education plays a very new and significant role in the current higher 
education to attract the right caliber of academics, a university relies on its brand. And when those 
same academics submit a proposal for research funding or a paper to a leading journal, the brand of 
their institution may play a role in how their research is judged. The university's brand becomes part of 
their own brand as an academic and an alternative perspective would see rankings as part of the 
increasing process of globalization of higher education [2]. Within this global economy, higher 
education is regarded as just another economic sector of which it is important to collect, systematize 
and compare the service providers. From being a mainly nationally oriented sector, most higher 
education institutions nowadays have a strategy for internationalization, and taking part in that also 
implies the need for greater transparency. The role of rankings in this perspective is that of offering 
consumer information to the many buyers and sellers participating in the globalized game of higher 
education services. Global rankings offer players of the game information which claims to compare 
higher education institutions across national borders. As such, rankings are part of the standardization 
of institutions in society with potentially negative consequences for institutional diversity.	  Globalization 
has been forcing change across all knowledge intensive industries. These developments have been 
intensified by the global financial crisis and the adjustment period that has defined its aftermath [3]. 
Yet, even before the transition to this new economic reality, world-wide comparisons were becoming 
increasingly significant. Today, politicians regularly refer to rankings as a measure of their nation’s 
economic strengths and aspirations, universities use them to help set or define targets mapping their 
performance against the various metrics, academics use rankings to bolster their own professional 
reputation and status, and students use them to help them make choices about where to study. 
Globalization, characterized by the evolution towards a single world market in goods and services, is 
most recently signified by the rise in global rankings [4]. Nations, their institutions and all aspects of 
daily life, are regularly measured against each other according to indicators in which comparative and 
competitive advantages come into play with geopolitical implications. However, although we have 
witnessed a considerable spread of quality assurance schemes in this period, one could still argue 
that quality assurance has failed in addressing issues concerning learning outcomes, performance 
and results [5]. 

The first electronic web service of the last century has spread across the globe in various shapes and 
changing the faces of many organizations. The new internet revolution is not only reducing the global 
divide but also transforming societies into knowledge-based society all over the world. Shortly after the 
commercialization of the internet, the multimedia component of the internet (web) experienced the 
phenomenal growth. As a part of this growth, businesses and individuals raced to place web pages 
and content on the web. Recently, a proliferation of electronic websites with a tremendous amount of 
information either with high quality, or with low quality, as well as sites that are outright misleading. 
The explosion of the web has determined the need of measurement criteria to evaluate the aspects 
related to the quality in use, such as usability and accessibility of a web application. The objective is to 
make the website useful, profitable, user linkable, and accessible. Awareness of quality issues has 
recently affected every industrial sector [9]. A university with a website that is difficult to use and 
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interact can make the university position lower. Therefore, it is important for any organization to have 
the ability to make an assessment of the quality of their e-services to improve their offerings over time 
and benchmark against competitors and the best practices in any industry. The web is playing a 
dynamic role in diverse application domains such as business, education, industry, and entertainment. 
The internet technology has globally become a paramount necessity to the educational the continent 
as the traditional approach of managing student’s record is no longer an option in the 21st century. 
This cognizance alone has increased the number of prospective students seeking admission into 
higher institutions, creating an uncomfortable platform for universities to manage and process student 
records and information on a yearly basis given the rate of their demands to acquire knowledge. The 
internet in most organizations gives communication access to users and enhances interaction with the 
public. The technological impact of the internet in education enhance access information and 
operational processes for efficient management of students’ academic, institutional tasks and 
administrative activities via the portal technology [7].  

A web portal by definition is a gateway, a front door to other portals or sites. The internet is radically 
changing the traditional way that organizations interact with public. For organizations, the web gives 
access to a large audience and improves operational efficiency. Web sites are becoming key 
components of an organization’s survival in the globalized competition. The web site represents an 
organization, communicating an organization’s culture, values, and vision. The web site acts as a 
delivery mechanism for services that facilitate various tasks a stakeholder needs to perform. The site 
also serves as a platform through which an organization can interact with its stakeholders. University 
web sites are no exception [9]. The university website is not only a cost efficient and timely method to 
communicate with various stakeholders such as students, faculty, administrative staff and visitors it is 
also a way for a university to shape its image. Universities need to do everything within their power to 
keep positive images with their various constituents, and one way to do this is to make use of the 
opportunities website presents. Observations underline the vitality of usability issue for the websites 
[7]. Usability has assumed a great deal of importance in terms of satisfying web site users’ needs and 
expectations. Evaluating a web site for authority: 

• Authorship: It should be clear who developed the site.  

• Contact information should be clearly provided: e-mail address, mail address, phone number, 
and fax number.  

• Credentials: the author should state qualifications, credentials, or personal background that 
gives them authority to present information. Check to see if the site supported by an 
organization or a commercial body.  

• The purpose of the information presented in the site should be clear.  

Some sites are meant to inform, persuade, state an opinion, entertain, or parody something or 
someone. Evaluating a web site for purpose: The content should support the purpose of the site [8]. 
The information geared to a specific audience (students, scholars, general reader) and the site 
organized and focused. The outside links should be appropriated for the site and the links. It is difficult 
to assess the extent of coverage since depth in a site, through the use of links, can be infinite. One 
author may claim comprehensive coverage of a topic while another may cover just one aspect of a 
topic. Evaluating a web site for coverage: the site should be selective or comprehensive and the topics 
should be explored in dep and the value of the site’s information compared to other similar sites 
should be more remarkable. The links should go to outside sites rather than its own and the site 
provide information with relevant outside links.   

Currency of the site refers to: 1) how current the information presented is, and 2) how often the site is 
updated or maintained. It is important to know when a site was created, when it was last updated, and 
if all of the links are current. Evaluating a web site for currency involves finding the date information 
was first written, placed on the web, last revised and the links should be up-to-date and provide 
reliable contents. Information provided should be related that its usefulness is limited to a certain time. 
Objectivity of the site should be clear. Beware of sites that contain bias or do not admit its bias freely. 
Objective sites present information with a minimum of bias. Evaluating a web site for objectivity, the 
information presented with a particular bias or try to sway the audience. The site advertising should 
not conflict with the content and the site should try to explain, inform, persuade, or sell something [10]. 
There are few standards to verify the accuracy of information on the web. It is the responsibility of the 
reader to assess the information presented. Evaluating a web site for accuracy and reliability, the 
author should be affiliated with a known respectable institution. References, statistics and other factual 
information should be receiving proper references as to their origin. The reading you have already 

7016



done on the subject make the information seemed accurate. The information comparable to other sites 
on the same topic and the text follow basic rules of grammar, spelling and composition and 
bibliography or reference list should be included. 

2 METHODOLOGY 
This study is an analytical study and a combination of both qualitative and quantitative method through 
analysis of the ranking role on the student’s perception and webpages indicators as: technical, 
marketing and rankings which were applied by Catalan universities in their official website. This study 
analyses the important role and effects of rankings notifications on the student’s university selection 
and in the marketing strategy of the aforementioned Catalan universities and try to recognize how 
effectively the web indicators as: technical indicators, marketing indicators and rankings indicators 
were applied in the official website of those Catalan universities in order to set up the better marketing 
strategies among the other universities and making advantages from their international rankings 
position to attract more elite researchers and students. This study investigates how these four Catalan 
universities benefit from their rankings position to gain more credibility and reputation among other 
competitors. By studying the marketing strategy of those four mentioned Catalan universities, this 
study tries to verify how positively the ranking position could affect the student’s conception and 
expectation to choose their future university. In other word, this study investigates how university 
ranking could affect the student’s selection. Thus, several interviews with the responsible staff of 
communication and promotion department of 4 Catalan universities and the questionnaires were 
conducted from PhD students and master students for better analyzing through their email with the 
link to Google-Drive for responding online. After receiving 558 responses of participants all results 
were analyzed and studied. The indicators of official web pages of universities also got analyzed 
through the guideline analysis to recognize how those mentioned universities applied marketing 
strategies through the assistance of rankings indicators. To recognize the significant role of ranking 
being used in the website of mentioned Catalan universities the instruments applied as:  

• Webpage guideline, to understand and verify how the web indicators are applied by university 
and how differently they make advantage and uses them through their websites.  

• Questionnaires, by participating of the PhD and master students for better analyzing student’s 
perception regarding the rankings positions of the universities and its effects on their selection, 
and to recognize how positively the rankings positions will affect the marketing strategy of a 
university to attract more elite students. 

• Interview, by the staffs of the communication and promotion department of those 4 mentioned 
universities to see how the official webpage of universities works and how they use their 
marketing strategy through applying the rankings notification through their website for better 
presenting and manifesting their universities. 

By open-interview it was expected to discover and understand more issue and founding from the 
communication and promotion department of four Catalan universities who are the main responsible 
regarding the rankings contents and their official web pages to achieve the main objectives of this 
investigation. Interview were applied in this research to learn the opinions and experiences of the 
experts of communication and marketing department who are involving in the process of designing, 
constructing and updating the contents of the official websites of aforementioned Catalan universities. 
It was the great opportunity to have interviews with related staffs and responsible of those mentioned 
Catalan universities to recognize how basically and technically the marketing strategy of has being 
used in their webpage and to see how these universities designed their web page for having better 
presentation for their audiences. The interview was based on the principal dimensions of the official 
webpage as:  

− Rankings aspect  
− Marketing aspects 

The questionnaires were emailed to the students of various departments of those mentioned Catalan 
universities through using the Google Drive service for participating. The number of 558 responses 
received from PhD and master students of different faculties and departments. The questionnaire was 
a close ended and composed of 4 blocks as:  

− 1st Block: The role of rankings in higher education 
− 2nd Block: Your selected university 
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− 3rd Block: Marketing strategy of the university 
− 4th Block: Perception of students 

3 RESULTS 
The importance of the university rankings in the current higher education system was marked by 
majority of respondents as 62.8% of total participants who believed highly in the important role of 
rankings. It could be considered from this aspect that in the current higher education system rankings 
plays a very significant role and current higher education system is somehow involved with rankings. 
Rankings nowadays acts as the quality scale of universities or in another word it is an instrument to 
show the education quality of the universities. The results show that the very low percentage 1.9% of 
participants they regarded importance of rankings as a low level of importance and the other 
interesting issue is that none of the participants 0% even didn’t believe that rankings has got no 
importance in the higher education. Considering the results, the rankings importance in the higher 
education is considerable. As the table 1 show, the 74.5% of participants considered that the 
international reputation of a university is influenced by ranking position of a university. It is 
considerable that international reputation is really engaged with ranking position of the universities. 
Rankings basically manifests the education quality of universities and nowadays the universities all 
around the world are paying lots attention on it and spend a remarkable budget to achieve it. The 
other most important issue that could be recognized from the results is that, the very low percentage 
1.4% of participants they regarded influence of rankings in international reputation as the low level of 
importance and the other issue is that none of the participants 0% even didn’t believe that ranking 
position has no influence on international reputation of a university. So, with referring to the results it 
could be concluded that ranking position potentially has influence on international reputation and plays 
a very special role on higher education. Rankings help all educational institutions to gain a very 
competitive perspective on their global position. The globalization of the higher education system 
keeps developing and growing, and in the very close future by the assistance of technology it would 
be more utile. More than ever, institutions are focusing on their international position and they are 
trying to attract the best elite potentialities around the world and carve out their competitive 
advantages by establishing strong international imagine of their universities to optimize their return on 
investment: by sharing expertise, equipment and financial investment, strategic alliances can be the 
key to success. 

Based on the results, the most of PhD students 76%, they considered high level of importance for the 
rankings of the university, which in comparison for the master students only 24% they believed that 
international ranking position has got high level of importance in the current higher education system 
and totally 68% of master students they considered the low level and middle level of importance for 
rankings. By regarding these percentages, it can be considered that the importance of rankings on 
current higher education system has been regarded more by the PhD students than the master 
students and PhD students based on their educational experiences they are more concerned about 
rankings positions than the master students and it could be concluded that the rankings importance in 
the higher education is an inevitable fact. The other issue that can be regarded is that the 62% of 
respondents which were male they regarded the importance of rankings as the high level of 
importance which in comparison with the female respondent is notably higher, because the female 
respondents they considered the importance level of rankings as a 48% and by regarding these 
results it can be considered that for male respondents, rankings position of a university in the current 
higher education system plays a very significant role in their selection rather than the female. It is 
considerable that 79% of respondents which were male they regarded the high importance level of 
rankings on the student’s university selection which in comparison with the female respondent is 
notably higher, but in the other hand the female respondents they considered that highest importance 
level of rankings on their selection as 28% and  by considering these results, the male respondents 
believed that rankings have got the highest influence on the student’s choice rather than the female.  

Considering the results, it is considerable that 56% of respondents which were male they regarded the 
high importance level of the rankings notifications on the university webpage which in comparison with 
the female respondent is notably higher, but in the other hand the female respondents they considered 
that highest importance level of the rankings notifications on university webpage as 38%. It can be 
considered that the male respondents believed that the web ranking notifications on university 
webpage have got the highest influence on the student’s choice rather than the female. On the other 
hand, this is a considerable issue that the PhD students they considered the 51% high level of 
importance for the influence of rankings notifications on the university web page, which in comparison 
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for the master students 45% they believed that rankings notifications and its impact on the university 
webpage selection as high level of importance. It can be considered that the influence of rankings 
notification and its impact on the university webpage is highly regarded by the PhD students than the 
master students which shows that the rankings notifications really matters more for PhD students than 
the master students. Considering the results, it is considerable that 51% of respondents which were 
male they regarded the high importance level of web page design and attractiveness of rankings on 
student’s selection which in comparison with the female respondent is notably higher but in the other 
hand the female respondents they considered that highest importance level of the web page design 
attractiveness of rankings on student’s selection as 49%. It can be considered that the male 
respondents believed that the web ranking notifications on university webpage have got the highest 
influence on the student’s choice rather than the female student. The other considerable issue is that 
the PhD students they considered the 60% high level of importance for the web page design and 
attractiveness of rankings on student’s selection, which in comparison for the master students is 55%. 
By regarding these percentages, it can be considered that the web page design and attractiveness of 
rankings on student’s selection is highly regarded by the PhD students than the master students which 
shows that the web page design really attracted more PhD students than the master students. 
Regarding the interviews, the interviewees all believed that the design of the university webpage plays 
a very significant role for a university to manifest the university quality and capabilities and they 
believed that the university webpage has a principal role among the university system. Based on the 
interviews, the contents and features of the main pages are the most important item among the 
university system and after the filtering and revising deeply by the special committee the contents will 
be optimized in a perfect way and then will be published in the main page. It is necessary to mention 
that an enormous job always should be done and all these efforts fulfilled to make the university 
webpage for better presentation. One interviewee believed that that their university website is one of 
the most complete website of university among the Spanish universities and because it is presented in 
3 complete languages which is not an easy job at all. The design of the webpage, they believed that 
the page is not influenced by the rankings notification but the other interviewee mentioned that their 
university webpage is basically based and constructed to show their success of international positon 
to attract more elite students and researcher. The other interviewee believed that rankings indicators 
and marketing indicators are the most essential elements of their university webpage.  

3.1 Tables 
Table 1.  Results of questionnaires 

N Questions High Middle Low None 
1 Importance of rankings on current higher education  62.8% 35.3% 1.9% 0.00 

2 The influences of rankings on international reputation of universities  74.5% 35.3% 1.9% 0.00 

3 Influence of rankings on international reputation of a university  74.5% 24.1% 1,4% 0.00 

4 Influence of rankings on the selection of students  44% 51.4% 2.8% 1.9% 

5 Rankings notification and its impact on the university webpage 53.5% 42.8% 2.8% 0.9% 

6 Web page design and attractiveness of rankings on student’s 
selection   46.2% 48.1% 5.7% 0.00 

7 The web design of your current university 46.9% 48.8% 4,3% 0.00 

8 The easiness level of web page navigation of chosen university  53.2% 40.7% 6.00% 0.00 
9 The connectivity level of web page with social networks  41% 46.2% 8.5% 4.2% 

10 The informative presentation regarding tuition fee and study 
programs  53.5% 38.1% 7.9% 0.5% 

11 Web presentation of virtual tour, campus, library, facilities and 
tuition fee 47.6% 41.9% 10% 0.5% 

12 Level of importance of the design style of the webpage on your 
selection 45% 45.5% 9% 0.5% 

13 The influence of rankings on student’s perception to choose a 
university 61.75 33.2% 4.7% 0.5% 

14 The grade of your perception by the rankings position of the 
university: 72.8% 21.7% 2.8% 2.8% 
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Table 2.  The most important high ranked items in questionnaires 

N Questions High 

1 Importance of rankings on current higher education 62.8% 

2 The reputation of universities is influenced by rankings  75% 

3 Influence of rankings on the selection of students 59% 

4 Rankings notification and its impact on the university webpage 54% 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
Students invest considerable time and money (either in the form of fees or student loans) in higher 
education. As a result, the choice of the education option is important. Many people, however, 
consider that it is difficult to obtain satisfactory information about the actual differences in quality 
between different higher education programs and institutions. Rankings provide relatively simple and 
direct information about the quality of higher education. Straightforward information of this kind is often 
considered to be particularly important for students with no experience of universities and the higher 
education sector. Here, there is a discussion that rankings simplify and clarify matters for interested 
parties outside the higher education sector. There is also a demand for information about the quality of 
various education programs and institutions outside the higher education sector. This may be a 
question of potential employers who need information about which programs or institutions provide 
education and training for people the employer wishes to recruit. 

Regarding the results, it can be concluded that the rankings on current higher education has got a 
very important role. The influences of rankings on international reputation and impact of rankings on 
the university webpage have been marked as high level of importance with the highest percentage 
and shows rankings help all educational institutions to gain a potential opportunity to compete stronger 
among other universities. The globalization of the higher education system keeps developing and 
growing, and in the very close future by the assistance of technology it would be more utile. More than 
ever, institutions are focusing on their international position and they are trying to attract the best elite 
potentialities around the world and carve out their competitive advantages by establishing strong 
international imagine of their universities to optimize their return on investment: by sharing expertise, 
equipment and financial investment, strategic alliances can be the key to success. 

Based on the results respondents the reputation derived from league tables is a critical determinant for 
applicants. As a result, the choice of the education option is important.  Many people, however, 
consider that it is difficult to obtain satisfactory information about the actual differences in quality 
between different higher education programs and institutions. Rankings provide relatively simple and 
direct information about the quality of higher education. Rankings are one way of enabling higher 
education institutions and their operations to make them known an efficient and cheap method, many 
people would claim. As a result, it is probably seldom easy to decide to withdraw from a ranking 
system by failing to supply the relevant information. According to the responses of this research (558 
respondents) and the interviews, it could be concluded that currently the rankings play a very 
significant role for universities all around the world and specially for Catalan universities therefore, the 
competition between them is facilitated by rankings and ranking also shows the quality of education 
and university level. The ranking provides information to the public, the elite students, researchers, 
etc. Most participants of the questionnaire have been considered rankings as an important factor in 
choosing their future university. Straight forward information of this kind is often considered to be 
particularly important for students with no experience of universities and the higher education sector. 
This includes embedding rankings in target agreements with faculties, establishing a new section to 
monitor rankings, providing more scholarships and staff appointments and ensuring senior staff are 
well briefed on the significance of improving performance. Rankings also influence national and 
international partnerships and collaborations. Leaders say they consider a potential partner’s rank 
prior to entering into discussion about research and academic programmes. In addition, rankings 
influence the willingness of others to partner with them or support their membership of 
academic/professional associations.  
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