Research Evaluation Working Group
What makes a fair and responsible university ranking?
Draft criteria for comment
Introduction
The International Network of Research Management Societies (INORMS) established a two-year Research
Evaluation Working Group (REWG) in 2018. It consists of representatives from a range of global member research
management societies all seeking to work towards better, fairer and more meaningful research evaluation. One of
the group’s two areas of focus is the burgeoning influence of University Rankings on the behaviours of universities
despite often poor methodological approaches and practices. The purpose of this work-package is to consider what
we, as an international group of research managers, think the characteristics of a fair and responsible University
Ranking should look like. The idea is to then ‘turn the tables’ on the rankings and rate them against our agreed
criteria. We are now seeking feedback on our draft list of characteristics, particularly around:
1) Whether the characteristics, as written, make sense to you?
2) Are there any characteristics you think are missing?
3) What you think are the priority and non-priority characteristics?
Please note that at this stage, we are not considering how these characteristics might be assessed, only
whether they are desirable. The references in brackets lead to texts that inspired these principles, they are not
direct quotations.
The consultation is open until Monday 10 June and feedback can be emailed to either INORMS-RESEVAL@jiscmail.ac.uk (if you are a member) or directly to the Rankings Sub-Group leader, Justin Shearer, on
shearer.j@unimelb.edu.au
We look forward to hearing from you!
Lizzie Gadd, INORMS REWG Chair
_______________________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________________

1. General approach
•
•
•
•
•
•

Profiles not rankings. Accepts that higher education and research organisation are complex, multi-faceted
entities and provide a facility by which their range of strengths can be displayed. (BP)
Measure against mission. Accepts that different universities have different missions and provides a facility by
which universities can be assessed against their own goals. (LM, BP, Blank, Shen)
One thing at a time. Does not combine indicators to create a composite metric. (YG1) (CWTS)
Provides context. Provides a link out to further qualitative and contextual information about the university
being ranked (LM).
Damage limitation activity. Recognises and proactively seeks to limit the systemic effects of rankings. (LM,
Adam)
No unfair advantage. Makes every effort to ensure the approach taken does not discriminate against
organisations by size, disciplinary mix, language, wealth, age and geography.

2. Governance
•
•
•
•
•

Transparent aims. States clearly the purpose of the ranking and their target groups. (BP)
Engage with the ranked. Has a clear mechanism for engaging with both the academic faculty at ranked
institutions and their senior managers, for example, through an independent international academic advisory
board. (BP, Bilder et al)
Self-improving. Regularly applies measures of quality assurance to their ranking processes (BP).
No commercial gain. Does not seek to exploit their ranking for financial gain by, for example, offering
consultancy services, or selling the underlying data.
Manage any conflict of interests. Where conflicts of interest may arise, makes every effort to manage these.

3. Methodology
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Transparent methodology. Publishes full details of their ranking methodology, including detailed descriptions
of the data sources being used, so that given the data a third party could replicate the results. (CWTS, DORA,
BP)
Open and transparent data availability. Makes all data on which the ranking is based available openly so that
those being evaluated can verify the data and analysis. (LM, DORA, BP)
Rigorous methodology. Data collection and analysis methods should pass tests of scientific rigour, including
sample size, representation, normalisation, handling of outliers, etc.(BP)
No sloppy surveys. Uses opinion surveys sparingly, if at all, and ensures that where they are used that the
methodology is sound and unbiased.
Open to correction. Data and indicators should be made available in a way that errors and faults can be
corrected. Any adjustments that are made to the original data and indicators should be clearly indicated.(BP)
Deals with gaming. Has a published statement about what constitutes inappropriate manipulation of data
submitted for ranking and what measures will be taken to combat this. (DORA)
Defines “University”. When using multiple data sources to take measurements, uses a consistent definition of
university across the different data sources. (E.g., universities with multiple campuses or teaching hospitals)
(CWTS)
Outcomes over inputs. Measures of performance should be weighted towards outcomes rather than inputs.
(BP)

4. Indicators
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

Validity. Indicators have a clear relationship with the characteristic they claim to measure. For example,
teaching quality should not be indicated by staff-student ratios. (BP, YG2)
Sensitivity. Indicators are sensitive to the nature of the characteristic they claim to measure. (YG1)
Monotonicity. Does not use indicators where the ‘best’ score will vary according to the mission of an institution
giving a monotonic relationship between the variable being measured and the value it has. For example, with
staff-student ratios neither a ratio of 1:1 or 1:1000 is desirable, and the ‘best’ ratio will depend on the ambitions
of the university. (YG1)
Size-independence. Indicators should not favour universities purely based on their size – either large or
small.(CWTS)
Field-normalised. Indicators should normalise for disciplinary differences in the variable being measured. (LM)
Geographical equality. Indicators should not introduce regional disadvantages. For example, the use of
bibliographic databases that do not have global representation. (LM, Maheu & Lacroix).
Honest about uncertainty. The statistical uncertainty of the data being presented should be clearly indicated
using error bars, confidence intervals or other techniques. (LM)

5. Usability
•
•
•

Easy to use. The data presented is clearly labelled, easy to access, interpret, export and use.
Tailored to different audiences. The ranking provides different windows onto the data that may be relevant to
different audiences. For example, by providing an opportunity to focus in on teaching elements for students.
Minimise workload for the ranked. The ranking requires minimal input from organisations being ranked so
smaller and less wealthy institutions are not disadvantaged.
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