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Abstract 
Higher education institutions’ rankings have become a significant part of modern higher education 
market and the impact of rankings on universities globally continues to grow. In response to popularity 
and wide use of higher education institutions’ rankings in various areas, from student recruitment to 
governmental level policies, universities are forced to recognize the importance of rankings and are 
expected to achieve and maintain high positions as the sign of institutional success and excellence. 
This suggests that universities are likely to institutionalize rankings in their goal setting and strategic 
planning. 

The aim of the study is to explore the use of higher education institutions’ rankings in strategic planning 
documents of universities across the world and to identify the levels of rankings’ institutionalization in 
university strategic plans. The study is based on the content analysis of current strategic planning 
documents of 100 universities included in the top 500 by QS World University Rankings.  

The results showed that 60 per cent of universities institutionalize rankings in their strategic planning 
documents. Furthermore, 5 levels of institutionalization of rankings were identified, ranging from the use 
of rankings to overview current state of university in local and global higher education market to setting 
particular positions as key performance indicators. The results did not reveal differences between the 
levels of institutionalization of rankings among universities of different age, status and institutional focus, 
however, the relationship between the level of institutionalization of rankings and university size was 
identified.  

Keywords: Higher education, universities, higher education institutions, university rankings, strategic 
planning, university strategy. 

1 INTRODUCTION 
Attention to university rankings has been present in higher education market for over a decade. 
Currently, more than 20 global higher education institution rankings issue annual reports on institutions’ 
performance in various areas: research, teaching, reputation, employability, sustainable development, 
global impact, and others. A variety of global rankings, the scope of their assessment of higher education 
institutions’ performance, involvement of university stakeholders, broad media coverage of latest 
rankings, together with continuously growing global competition in higher education sector, emphasize 
the significance of rankings in modern higher education world. This suggests that rankings, to certain 
extent, have rather great influence on university governance practices, or even reshape universities to 
fit a role of a global player in higher education market.  

Thus, more and more often, university leaders tend to perceive high positions in rankings as strategic 
orientation of university development [1]. As a result, institutionalization of higher education institutions’ 
rankings becomes more widespread: growing number of universities name the achievement of particular 
position in rankings as one of the core goals [2].  

The aim of the study: to explore the use of higher education institutions’ rankings in strategic planning 
documents of universities across the world and to identify the levels of rankings’ institutionalization in 
university strategic plans. 

Method: content analysis of current strategic planning documents: strategical visions, strategies or 
strategical plans of 100 universities included in the top 500 by QS World University Rankings. 

Proceedings of EDULEARN19 Conference 
1st-3rd July 2019, Palma, Mallorca, Spain

ISBN: 978-84-09-12031-4
7741



2 INSTITUTIONALIZATION OF HIGHER EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS’ 
RANKINGS 

In the modern higher education market, rankings force universities to become strategic corporations 
that are pushed into positional competition and are balancing between current and desired positions in 
rankings [3]. This allows to perceive higher education institutions’ rankings as a tool for monitoring or 
measuring the achievement of strategic goals of the university. A number of authors state that in 
university strategic planning, particular rankings’ indicators are used for the identification of issues in 
university governance and for the development of measures to solve those issues: for example, 
domestic to international student ratio is used for evaluation of university departments, research impact 
factors across scientific areas are used for research/publication plans, etc [2] [4]. Moreover, rankings 
are used as a tool for benchmarking against university competitors [5].  

The institutionalization of higher education institutions’ rankings may be defined as the use of rankings 
for describing current state of a university, benchmarking it against other institutions or at national or 
global level, as well as the definition of rankings as a strategic aim of a different level: goal, objective or 
key performance indicator. Moreover, this includes the use of rankings as a measure for the 
achievement of strategic aims, such as international visibility, reputation, internationalization, and 
others. 

3 METHODOLOGY 
The study presented in this paper aims at exploring the use of higher education institutions’ rankings in 
strategic planning documents of universities and to identify the levels of rankings’ institutionalization in 
university strategic plans. For this, we have collected and reviewed strategic planning documents of 100 
randomly selected universities from the top 500 institutions according to QS World University Rankings 
2019.  

Method: 100 universities included in QS World University Rankings 2019 were randomly selected for 
further analysis. We have obtained strategic planning documents of selected universities by online 
search, website mining and by request directly from universities. Each strategic planning document was 
reviewed by searching for sentences containing the following keywords: „ranking“/“rankings”; „rank“, 
„ranked“. In addition, we search for sentences containing names of the most popular rankings, by 
searching for the following keywords: “QS”; “THE”/“Times Higher Education”; “ARWU”/“Shanghai 
ranking”. All the sentences containing the above-listed keywords, were collected for further analysis. 

Initial coding was performed in order to describe position of rankings-related sentences in the structure 
of strategic planning document: “overview of current state”; “goal”; “objective”; “measure”; “key 
performance indicator”. If sentences included particular numbers, related to rankings positions: tier, 
percentage, particular position, etc., the word “quantitative” was added to the initial codes. If none of the 
keywords were identified during the review of strategic planning documents, initial code “rankings are 
not mentioned” was applied. Secondary coding classified the initial codes into five levels of 
institutionalization: “not institutionalized”, which was assigned when initial code “rankings are not 
mentioned” was applied; “institutionalized as an overview of current state”, which was assigned 
according to similarly stated initial code; “institutionalized as quantitative expression of current state”, 
which was assigned according to initial code overview of current state (quantitative)”; “institutionalized 
as a strategic aim”, which was assigned when initial codes “goal”, “objective”,  “measure”, or “key 
performance indicator” were applied; “institutionalized as quantitively defined strategic aim”, which was 
assigned when initial codes “goal (quantitative)”, “objective (quantitative)”,  “measure (quantitative)”, or 
“key performance indicator (quantitative)” were applied. In cases when more than one initial code was 
assigned (hence, more than one sentence containing keyword was found), the higher-level secondary 
coding was assigned. 

In addition, we have included demographic characteristics of universities age, size, status and 
institutional focus. Demographic characteristics were classified and measured according to QS 
classification [6]. 

Data analysis: to present the results of the content analysis of university strategic planning documents, 
descriptive statistics were used. To explore the relationships between university’s position in QS World 
University Rankings, university age, size, institutional focus and the level of institutionalization of 
rankings, the correlation analysis, using Spearman rho, was performed. The correlations were 
considered statistically significant at p<0,05. To explore the differences in the level of institutionalization 
among universities of different age, size, status, and institutional focus, non-parametric tests: Mann-
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Whitney U test and Kruskal-Wallis h test, were used. The test results were considered statistically 
significant at p<0,05. 

4 RESULTS 
In this study, the majority of analyzed universities were historic universities, aged 100 years or over 
(66%). All of the universities were classified as above small-sized, more than a half of them had from 
12 000 to 30 000 students (52%), and 20,4% had more than 30 000 students. The majority of 
universities were fully comprehensive (67,3%), and had a status of public university (83,7%).  

During document collection, we were unable to obtain current strategic planning documents of 2 
universities, therefore, in total, we have obtained and analyzed 98% of strategic planning documents of 
the universities selected for this study. Table 1 presents the results of initial coding: 

Table 1. The results of initial coding of strategic planning documents of universities. 

Initial code Example sentence Frequency, % of 
the total number 
of initial codes 

Rankings are not 
mentioned 

- 36,7 

Overview of current 
state 

The University of Oslo is internationally ranked as Norway’s 
leading university [7] 

15,6 

Overview of current 
state (quantitative) 

The University of Vienna is the only Austrian university which is 
among the top 200 universities in the world in internationally 
visible rankings <…> [8] 

16,5 

Goal Under this Plan, there are seven thrusts in driving our goals and 
strategies for improving our position in the international rankings, 
<…> [9] 

6,4 

Goal (quantitative) To aim for a comprehensive research university to be ranked in 
the top 100 universities in the world by 2023 [10] 

6,4 

Objective Increased ranking in national polls (AAU and other) [11] 2,8 

Objective 
(quantitative) 

We expect that our disciplines will be ranked within the world top 
100 by 2020. [12] 

0,9 

Measure  Review and tracking of the components that affect national and 
global rankings [13] 

5,5 

Measure 
(quantitative)  

- 0,0 

Key performance 
indicator 

Indicators: Overall ranking in the QS World University Rankings 
[14] 

6,4 

Key performance 
indicator 
(quantitative) 

Rating: In 2025, the 450th rating position in the QS World 
University Rankings. [15] 

2,8 

Source: data from quantitative analysis. Created by the authors.   

As seen from Table 63,3% of the total amount of initial codes indicated the presence of higher education 
institutions’ rankings. Moreover, only 26,6% of the codes were indicating quantitative expression of 
rankings: position, percentage of position change, tier, or percentage of the increase in position.  

The initial codes were consolidated and recoded into secondary codes. Table 2 presents the results of 
secondary coding: 

7743



Table 2. The results of secondary coding of strategic planning documents of universities: the levels of 
institutionalization of higher education institutions’ rankings. 

Secondary code: the level of institutionalization 
Distribution of 

universities according 
to the level of 

institutionalization, % 

Not institutionalized 39,8 

institutionalized as an overview of current state 9,2 

institutionalized as quantitative expression of current state 19,4 

institutionalized as a strategic aim 17,3 

institutionalized as quantitively defined strategic aim 14,3 
Source: data from quantitative analysis. Created by the authors.   

As presented in Table 2, 60,2% of universities institutionalize rankings in their strategic plans. Moreover, 
28,6% of universities use rankings to define current state of the institution, while 31,6% of universities 
institutionalize rankings as either strategic aim or quantitatively defined strategic aim.  

In addition, we explored correlations between the position in QS World University Rankings, university 
age, size, institutional focus, and the level of institutionalization. Table 3 presents the results of 
correlation analysis. 

Table 3. The correlation between the position in QS World University Rankings,  
university age, size, institutional focus, and the level of institutionalization. 

 University 
age 

University 
size 

Institutional 
focus of a 
university 

The level of 
institutionalization of 
rankings in university 

strategic plan 

Position in QS 
World University 
Rankings 2019 

-0,393* 
p=0,000 

-0,217* 
p=0,032 

-0,348* 
p=0,000 

-0,025 
p=0,804 

* indicates statistically significant correlations at p<0,05 
Source: data from quantitative analysis. Created by the authors.   

As seen from Table 3, the position in QS World University Rankings is statistically significantly negatively 
correlated with university size, age and institutional focus. Therefore, older, larger and more 
comprehensively focused universities tend to achieve higher positions in QS World University rankings. 
However, no statistically significant correlations between the position in QS World university rankings 
and the level of institutionalization of rankings in university strategic plans were found. 

Furthermore, we explored the relationship between the level of institutionalization of rankings’ in 
university strategic planning documents and demographic characteristics. For identification of 
differences in level of institutionalization of rankings between universities of different age, Kruskal-Wallis 
h test was applied. The results did not reveal statistically significant differences in level of 
institutionalization between different university age groups (h=3,795, p=0,284). In addition, we used 
Mann-Whitney U test to compare differences in levels of institutionalization in pairs of age groups, but 
none of the results were statistically significant. For identification of differences in level of 
institutionalization of rankings between public and private universities, Mann-Whitney U test was used. 
The results did not show statistically significant differences (U=608,000, p=0,631). For identification of 
differences in level of institutionalization of rankings between universities of different institutional focus, 
Kruskal-Wallis h test was applied. The results did not reveal significant differences in level of 
institutionalization between different institutional focus groups (h=2,763, p=0,430). In addition, we used 
Mann-Whitney U test to compare differences in levels of institutionalization in pairs of institutional focus 
groups, but none of the results were statistically significant. For identification of differences in level of 
institutionalization of rankings between universities of different size, Kruskal-Wallis h test was applied. 
The results revealed statistically significant differences in level of institutionalization between different 
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university size groups (h=4,341, p=0,014). This shows that for smaller and larger universities, different 
levels of institutionalization are common. Table 3 provides the percentage of levels of 
internationalization identified in this study by university size. 

Table 4. The percentage of levels of institutionalization of higher education institutions’ rankings by 
university size. 

Level of internationalization 

Size of the university 

Medium 
(5001-12000 

students) 

Large 
(12001-30000 

students) 

Extra-large 
(over 30000 
students) 

Not institutionalized 51,9 41,2 20 

institutionalized as an overview of current state 11,1 7,8 10 

institutionalized as quantitative expression of current state 14,8 17,6 30 

institutionalized as a strategic aim 18,5 11,8 30 

institutionalized as quantitively defined strategic aim 3,7 21,6 10 
Source: data from quantitative analysis. Created by the authors.   

As Table 4 suggests, the greater part of medium-sized universities do not institutionalize rankings in 
their strategic plans (51,9%), while the majority of large (49,8%) and extra-large universities (80%) 
institutionalize rankings. In case of large universities, the most frequent level of institutionalization is 
institutionalization as a strategic aim (33,4%), while for extra-large universities, institutionalization as 
current state (both, non-quantitative and quantitative) and institutionalization as a strategic aim (both, 
non-quantitative and quantitative) are distributed equally (40% each). However, large universities most 
frequently institutionalize rankings as quantitatively defined strategic aims (21,6%), while extra-large 
universities use non-quantitative institutionalization of rankings as strategic aims (30%). Moreover, in 
case of institutionalization of rankings as overview of current state, both, large and extra-large 
universities more frequently institutionalize rankings as quantitative expression of current state (17,6% 
and 30% accordingly) in comparison to non-quantitative overview of current state (7,8% and 10% 
accordingly).  

5 CONCLUSIONS 
Due to growing significance and global attention, higher education institutions’ rankings have become 
one of the objects of university strategic planning. The institutionalization of rankings has been seen 
through various implications: as a tool to describe current state of the university, as a strategic aim of a 
different level or measure for the achievement of university strategic goals. 

Empirical study on the institutionalization of higher education institutions’ rankings in university strategic 
plans of 100 universities included in the top 500 by QS World University Rankings showed that the 60,2 
per cent of universities, to a certain extent, institutionalize rankings in their strategic planning documents. 
We have identified 5 levels of institutionalization of higher education institutions’ rankings in university 
strategic plans: not institutionalized; institutionalized as an overview of current state of a university; 
quantitative expression of current state of a university; institutionalized as a strategic aim; and 
institutionalized as a quantitatively defined strategic aim. The results of empirical study revealed that 
rankings are most frequently institutionalized as either strategic aim, or quantitatively defined strategic 
aim: by listing a tier, particular position, as well as general inclusion into national/global rankings or a 
particular ranking as either strategic goal, objective, measure or key performance indicator of a 
university.  

Our study revealed that the level of institutionalization of higher education institutions’ rankings is 
associated with a size of university: medium-sized universities tend to not institutionalize rankings, while 
the majority of large and extra-large universities institutionalize rankings. Furthermore, it was found that 
large universities tend to be rather precise in institutionalizing rankings: the majority of them 
institutionalize rankings as quantitative expression of current state or quantitatively defined strategic 
aims. In comparison, extra-large universities also tend to institutionalize rankings as quantitative 
expression of current state, however, they are more likely to use non-quantitative institutionalization of 
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rankings as strategic aims. These results are related to our finding that larger universities tend to achieve 
higher positions in QS World University rankings: large universities achieve lower results in comparison 
to extra-large universities, therefore, they express stronger ambitions to get into the higher tier or higher 
position. While extra-large universities already hold higher positions, therefore, they are more focused 
on either maintaining leading tier, or achieving the highest rank nationally or globally. 

Basing on the results of our study, we suggest that institutionalization of higher education institutions’ 
rankings in university strategic planning is rather a common practice among institutions ranked in top 
500 of QS World University rankings. Hence, universities that have an ambition to get into the top 500 
or maintain sustainable positions, are suggested to consider using rankings to understand their current 
situation in comparison to other institutions in the market or to set rankings-related goals as part of 
institutional strategy, as this helps remain competitive and visible in global higher education setting. 
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