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chapter 5 

Citius, Altius, Fortius
Global University Rankings as the “Olympic Games” of Higher Education?

Maria Yudkevich, Philip G. Altbach and Laura E. Rumbley

What’s in a metaphor?1 There are many metaphors that can be, and frequently 
are, applied to global university rankings. From our perspective, there are 
many game-like qualities to the global university rankings, and some notable 
parallels between these major academic contests and another key global com-
petition: the Olympic Games.

Rankings, in parallel with the Olympics, are highly competitive, offering 
participants the potential to earn prestigious prizes or rewards, that can shape 
their prospects for the future in profound and quite tangible ways. For ath-
letes, this may result in national and international fame and opportunities 
for lucrative endorsements. Similarly, universities demonstrating outstanding 
performance in the global rankings gain high international visibility; interest 
from desirable prospective students and faculty; money from private funding 
agencies, industry, philanthropists, as well as government.

1 The Global Rankings “Playing Field”

Both the Olympics and the global university rankings pull together actors who 
share both an appreciation for the highest levels of performance on a world-
wide stage, and a drive to compete to win. Not all entrants in these contests 
are created equal, however. To perform well in these elite international compe-
titions, being smart and rich helps. Deep familiarity and experience with the 
rules of the game is also a key asset, as success often hinges on leveraging key 
strengths and minimizing troublesome weaknesses.

Furthermore, inherent attributes may also explain the success enjoyed by 
some countries in the Olympic Games, as well as in the rankings. For exam-
ple, the list of medalists in specific sports often represents countries where 
there are good natural training conditions for those sports. The phenomenon 
of inherent advantage also plays out in the world of rankings. Most obviously, 
it is generally accepted that the world’s English-speaking countries and insti-
tutions are in a much more favorable position (vis a vis the rankings), in com-
parison to those situated in the non-English-speaking world, because their 
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academic systems already function in the global language of science, and are 
home to many of the top scientific publications, and the peer reviewers who 
control access to those publications.

2 The Medal Count: Going for the Gold

Rankings positions—just like Olympic medals—are a zero-sum game. At the 
Olympics, there is only one gold medalist, one silver medalist, and one bronze 
medalist. In the global rankings, the same holds true. There is only one #1 uni-
versity, and only 100 institutions can be named to the top 100—even though, in 
reality, excellence is not limited to any specific number of academic institutions.

Some countries make substantial efforts to be serious contenders—both in 
terms of rankings and with respect to such major international sporting events 
as the Olympics—and spend a lot of money to achieve this goal. They name 
top performance in such arenas as a national priority and consider the achieve-
ments in these spheres to be important in terms of political dynamics, as well. 
Several of the university or higher education excellence initiatives in a range 
of countries—including China, France, Germany, and Russia— explicitly men-
tion better performance on the rankings as a key goal. Marshalling resources 
to achieve greatness in a global competition of universities is not dissimilar 
to what we see as countries mobilize their sports teams to participate in the 
Olympics.

3 Excellence Begets Excellence: The Need for Feeder Systems

Among the ranks of the world’s most elite athletes, and among the world’s top 
universities, it is rare for winners to emerge from weak systems. This puts a 
premium on cultivating entire systems, which ultimately enable elite perfor-
mance to emerge. To obtain top positions in rankings, it is necessary to invest 
in top universities, but also in the broader academic system in which these 
most competitive institutions operate.

Why is this the case? The best national universities need to have a renew-
able supply of new academic talent. Similarly, to be competitive in the Olym-
pics, a well-developed and adequately funded infrastructure supporting child 
development and youth sports must be in place. Furthermore, for strong uni-
versities to meet their full potential, they require a competitive environment in 
which to operate. Ideally, they need to be placed in a position where they must 
actively compete with other universities for students, funding, and faculty. 
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Without the experience of a competitive environment at the local or national 
level, it becomes extremely difficult for institutions to be competitive at the 
international level. The same can be argued in the context of sports: the oppor-
tunity to practice with, and compete against, the best in one’s field provides 
aspiring champions with essential opportunities to discover their weaknesses, 
hone their skills, and stretch to new heights.

The ability of systems to draw talent to them is another parallel that can be 
made between countries that do well in the Olympics and those with strong 
higher education systems. In the Olympics, national teams representing a 
specific country may include athletes (or coaches/trainers) who are originally 
from other countries, but who accept citizenship in the adopted country and 
join the national team as legitimate national players. Many universities around 
the world are similarly engaged in attracting top talent to their teams in an 
effort to improve their competitive standing in the global university rankings.

4 Lost Luster: The Dark Side of the Race for Gold

Sadly, there is a dark side to the competitions we see around us. From cor-
ruption in the world of professional soccer to the longstanding culture of 
doping in competitive cycling, including in the Olympics, there are clear exam-
ples that not everyone plays fair. So, while athletes may indulge in doping to 
enhance their performance, performance enhancing strategies in the world of 
university rankings could include publishing in fake for-profit journals that are 
mistakenly indexed in major databases, such as Web of Science and/or Sco-
pus. Equally, it must be conceded that some of the ranking organizations are 
as focused on commercial gain as they are on objective measurement of the 
quality of universities.

Why does this kind of behavior take place? Achieving greatness in the rank-
ings, as on the Olympic playing field, requires a decisive commitment to win, 
and the potential cost of failure may be enough to encourage contenders to do 
whatever it takes to secure a strong finish.

5 Citius, Altius, Fortius—The Right Motto, the Wrong Game?

Faster, higher, stronger—who would not be moved by such an inspiring call 
to greatness? However, while the awarding of rank-order medals on the basis 
of performance on a given day during an Olympic competition may satisfy 
the world’s top athletes, the evaluation of the achievements of the world’s 
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universities must extend beyond the tiers of a podium or the rank-order posi-
tions on a list. A university’s commitment to pursue a path toward greatness—
faster, higher, stronger—should rest on a deep understanding of the complex 
and multifaceted nature of the university itself, and on a sophisticated exam-
ination of how the institution can best foster both its own health and dyna-
mism and that of the broader public good. These bedrock efforts must be 
allowed to unfold beyond the fanfare of lights and anthems, in thoughtful, 
steady, and sustainable ways. At the same time, there needs to be recognition 
that not all universities should focus on Olympic level competition, but rather 
should focus on providing access, educating students well, and serving local 
and regional needs. The rankings, like the Olympics, are the preserve of a small 
number of highly competitive contenders.
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Note

1 Citius, altius, fortius—Latin for “faster, higher, stronger”—is the official motto of 
the Olympic Games.

Maria Yudkevich, Philip G. Altbach, and Laura E. Rumbley - 9789004418912
Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:30:26PM

via free access




