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Whither the Social Sciences? On Excellence, 
Rankings, and other Trifles

Barbara Schulte

Introduction: the social value of rankings & assessments

During my fieldwork at Chinese private schools, I frequently encountered 
the following situation: after introducing myself with my name card, my 
interlocutor (usually the school principal) would run out of the room, only 
to return a few minutes later wearing a smile: ‘I just looked up your uni-
versity– it’s among the first one hundred.’ After this happy discovery, our 
conversation would continue smoothly. From my Chinese conversation 
partner’s point of view, I had gained face.

Interestingly, those same people rarely knew about PISA (Programme 
for International Student Assessment). PISA’s cross-national comparisons 
of student performance have triggered heated debates about the pros and 
cons of educational systems and policies elsewhere.1 This was particularly 
the case in Sweden, where the release of the PISA findings in December 
2013 led to calls for reform and change2 – or, conversely, to questioning 
PISA’s basic assumptions3 or the statistical procedures applied.4 During my 
field stay in China in December 2013, when Swedish newspapers were full 
of debates about the downfall of the country’s school system, even educa-
tional researchers in China would either not know about PISA, or simply 
not care about it. When I expressed my astonishment at this, they would 
just shrug their shoulders and say: ‘Well, what did you expect of Chinese 
students? Of course they are good at passing tests.’ It was then their turn 
to be astonished when I told them that many in Europe were impressed by 
the Chinese results5 and were discussing possible changes regarding their 
national educational systems. ‘But those are just tests, and have nothing 
to do with good education. You shouldn’t make your system Chinese’, 
they would counter.

I found this puzzling: why would they believe in university rankings, but 
not in student assessment tests? Apparently, higher education rankings had 
a much higher value in their eyes than the allegedly positive news about 
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China’s school system. They found that their ‘excellent’ school system 
obviously did not lead to ‘excellence’ in academia; most high-performing 
middle school students did not develop into internationally recognized ac-
ademics. Student performance assessments and university rankings seemed 
to be based on two different sets of rules.

But what does all of this have to do with the main title of my chapter, 
the social sciences? I argue in this chapter that it is essential for the social 
sciences to provide explanations and possibly also critical reflections as 
to how, why and to what end rankings and assessments are imbued with 
social (and other) values in different contexts. For too long we have delib-
erately avoided scrutinizing the very mechanisms that have been framing 
and often also constraining our ways of ‘doing social science’ (including 
teaching and research). Therefore it is important to include in our research 
agenda the things that determine the present and future of our academic 
disciplines.

The university and the public: tales from the past?

Lund University’s current international webpage very clearly indicates its 
aspiration to be a world class university: the information “Ranked as a 
top 100 University” is prominently placed at the center of the website. 
Three pillars frequently recur as the university’s essentials on various web-
sites, in its welcome letters, etc.: teaching, research, and innovation. One 
might of course wonder whether research doesn’t by definition include 
innovation, if we are to follow Merriam-Webster’s definition of ‘innova-
tion’ as “the introduction of something new”,6 or following Costello and 
Prohaska, as “doing something different.”7 What would be the point of 
doing research if it weren’t about something novel, and if we didn’t try to 
do things differently? It is probably not too far-fetched to suspect that the 
official University-speak has adjusted to the language of the ‘knowledge 
society’, in which ‘innovation’ is the key ingredient: no policy paper on 
the ‘knowledge society’ should fail to include a reference to ‘innovation’. 
Adding ‘innovation’ to the university’s profile is also shifting focus to-
wards the potential economic utility and exploitation of new ideas – ideas 
that can be fed into incubators and then turned into profitable products.

These questions aside, there are other, arguably more serious impli-
cations deriving from the propagated trinity of teaching, research, and 
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innovation, and these are: who is included in this trinity, and who is not? 
And where is the public?

Things have not always looked as they do today. In the past, the triple 
mandate of Lund University consisted of teaching, research and outreach 
to the public (in Swedish often called “tredje uppgift”, the third man-
date). Besides, older versions of Lund University’s web presentations ap-
pear much more inclusive: in 2005 for example, in addition to Swedish, 
English and even Chinese, the university would be accessible in three dif-
ferent minority languages, thus catering to target groups that are usually 
under-represented at prestigious universities (see Figure 1).8 Today, there is 
a worrying lack of concern discernible in the university’s recruiting strat-
egy to host a diverse student body that comes from different socio-eco-
nomic and ethnic backgrounds. Students from the United States or China 
seem to be closer at hand than those from disadvantaged neighborhoods 
in Malmö. A little over three years ago a group of Chinese professors and 
lawyers wrote an open letter to their government, demanding more equal 
opportunities in Chinese higher education;9 Chinese elite universities are 
increasingly urged to publish their statistics on the social and other char-
acteristics of their student bodies. How good are we at making this trans-
parent, and how far are we, as social scientists, working for a university 
where Swedish society is more equally represented? Or are we sacrificing 
these ideas in our hunt for academic excellence?

Figure 1: Lund University website from 2005



Barbara Schulte 5

The present situation in Sweden points less to an equal and more to a 
bifurcated development within higher education. There is an increasing 
gap between research-oriented universities and other universities, which is 
further reinforced by the currently heavy dependence on external funding: 
external funding is usually allotted not for reasons of equality or solida-
rity, but in order to support a research environment that in most cases is 
already quite strong. Thus, strong universities will become even stronger, 
while the weaker institutions will lose ground. There may be good argu-
ments in favor of such policies, but I believe it is our duty as social scien-
tists to be more conscious of these developments and to anticipate their 
potential consequences, particularly with regard to the equivalency of de-
grees: is a degree from a strong research university worth the same as that 
from a lesser-known provincial university, not only in theory, but also in 
practice (when e.g. applying for academic positions and grants)? And if 
not, can a differential treatment be justified, or should we rather try to 
counteract these tendencies?10

Earlier, more inclusive web presentations concerned not only the stu-
dent body but also the more general public. Older website versions had 
for example a place for questions or scientific puzzles that were put out 
for discussion by people outside the university, which would be published 
online and then answered by an academic expert. Paradoxically, while 
current technologies would be capable of spurring the interaction between 
academics and the public to a much higher extent than before, the univer-
sity has in recent times tended to neglect its role in the public sphere. As 
Marginson argues, drawing on Habermas:

“Universities have neglected the evolution of two-way flows and flat dia-
logue. But they have the technologies and discursive resources for conver-
sations at a previously impossible scale. The Internet enables construction 
of the discursive forms of university community across multiple sites and 
with student populations of 30,000 and more. The larger ‘Habermasian’ 
goal is to deploy the communicative resources of the university to build 
forms of coordination based on discourse rather than money and hierar-
chies of power.”11

As social scientists, we could do more to interact with the public, also in 
more communicative ways. What probably prevents us from doing so is 
not a lack of good will, but a lack of time, or rather: the fact that we are 
told to use our time in ways that do not encourage communication with 
a wider public.
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What we are told to do and not to do is seldom contained in outspoken 
directives but is embodied in standards to which academia feels pressed to 
conform, by now worldwide. To create standards means to create units of 
comparability – this has been brought to the fore by the Bologna process 
in higher education and the reforms of study cycles and programs to en-
sure it. However, at a more general level, standards also constitute tools to 
govern academia and its population, the researchers/teachers. Governing 
by standardization has increasingly pervaded the European educational 
policy space and has largely shifted policy-making from politicians to ex-
perts. Rather than relying on “apparent political intervention”,12 “[s]oft 
governance” uses “a persuasive and attracting power which draws actors 
in, across a range of levels, places and spaces, to community engagement 
at micro and meso scales”.13 Thus, a “population of experts, practitioners 
and professionals”, by way of “incentive acts”,14 makes us see academic 
research, performance, and excellence in certain ways, and we are encour-
aged to act accordingly.

Now one might argue that experts, practitioners and professionals are 
more knowledgeable and thus more qualified for decision-making than 
most politicians when it comes to governing research and teaching. Also, 
the diversification of actors could be interpreted positively as a democra-
tization of governance in higher education. But is it more democratic? The 
fact that it is now various professional networks and non-state stakehold-
ers rather than political actors that set and define standards also opens 
academia up to lobbyists and populists; and the exit of democratically 
legitimated representatives may actually also prove to be a drawback as 
far as transparency and accountability are concerned. Besides, standard-
ization is difficult to implement if not linked to clearly measurable goals; 
thus, standardization has been based to a large extent on measurement – 
with far-reaching consequences.

Quantification of ‘quality’ and ‘excellence’ – and 
what social scientists can do about this

Until a little more than a decade ago, it was the vague term of ‘reputation’ 
that characterized the quality of an academic institution – something that 
the Times Ranking still aims to capture but is difficult to operationalize.15 
How hard it is to quantify something as evasive as reputation already 
becomes apparent at the individual level: if for example someone is cited 
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frequently, does that necessarily mean that this person is acknowledged in 
the academic community? A closer look at citations can also reveal that 
someone who is particularly controversial or even judged to be of doubt-
ful academic integrity can still be cited numerous times, precisely for these 
reasons. Thus, citation indices would also have to take into consideration 
whether an author is cited affirmatively or negatively.

Connected to this is the question of how the increased focus on the 
quantity of publications and citations changes the ways in which we are 
doing research and write academic papers. Recent studies on this ques-
tion identify various tricks employed by academics in order to improve 
their image from a quantitative perspective. These tricks include for ex-
ample forming multi-authorship cartels, where authors rotate in writing 
a paper each but then publish all papers as co-authored, thus increasing 
individual publication records; steering doctoral students towards one’s 
own research field, in order to get access to more data and thus get out 
more publications; co-authorship with well-known senior researchers even 
if those do not contribute other than by putting their name on the paper; 
choosing ‘hot’ topics instead of those that one is interested in; citing edi-
tors of a journal to increase one’s chance of being accepted; citing articles 
that the respective journal has published, in order to increase this journal’s 
citations.16 And the irony is: the more we publish, the shorter become the 
life cycles of our articles.17

So are we, as Butler and Spoelstra claim18, steering towards a “manage-
rial system of excellence”? The recent report on the “future of research” 
by the Swedish Research Council seems quite deliberately to confirm it 
– the introduction to the report states that it is above all “international 
impact” that defines ‘academic excellence’. ‘Impact’ again is measured by 
way of international publications and citations, without any critical re-
flection whatsoever as to how meaningful such a measurement is.19 We 
have learned from e.g. social network analysis that it is not always quan-
tity – in this case, of ties – that leads to a breakthrough of ideas or sud-
denly increased social capital; rather, it is often when structural gaps are 
bridged, i.e., hitherto unconnected entities become connected, that power 
is gained.20 Similarly, research in small niches may turn out to have much 
greater impact in the future than research in a well-recognized area – or 
it may not. The crux is: we cannot tell beforehand. Why a certain kind of 
research becomes ‘innovative’ at a certain moment in time, within a cer-
tain academic sub-community or even across communities, is extremely 
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difficult to anticipate; mostly this can be understood only in retrospect. 
(But even this retrospective explanation is a worthwhile undertaking and 
something that we, as social scientists, should do more often – if only to 
convince donors of the difficulty of predicting the future.) Therefore, the 
safest advice to funding agencies, university heads, and government min-
istries is to ensure that there is a great deal of diversity at an academic in-
stitution and to support cross-disciplinarity not only through words, but 
also in reality.

Rankings and measurements tend to develop their own dynamics and 
tell us astoundingly little about whether an academic institution produces 
knowledge that is beneficial for humankind, and whether it mediates this 
knowledge in a way that benefits the highest possible number of people. 
In that sense, the social sciences can serve as an important corrective, by 
locating and relativizing trends that divert attention away from the big 
and serious questions of society. These are, to name but a few, migration, 
sustainable lifestyles, and social equality. If we don’t come to terms with 
these core issues, we might as well declare the bankruptcy of the social 
sciences as a whole.

It is apparent that such issues can only be meaningfully tackled across 
disciplines, rather than within them. Yet, most of the gatekeepers – de-
ciding over grants, journal manuscripts, academic recruitment, etc. – are 
firmly established and grounded in a specific discipline. So how is cross- or 
even post-disciplinarity supposed to work in practice, given these circum-
stances? Of course, every one of us needs to reflect on our own behavior 
and values when peer-reviewing a work that lies in between disciplines. 
Are we open enough to appreciate alien or unorthodox ways of doing re-
search? But at the structural/institutional level too, much more could be 
done to ensure that cross-/inter-/post-disciplinarity can take place. The 
Swedish Research Council remains somewhat undecided on the issue, stat-
ing that “good cross-disciplinary environments are clearly embedded in 
basic conceptual development within each individual discipline.”21 But 
isn’t it exactly the concepts that become challenged in interdisciplinary 
work, while for example methods and research procedures may look 
much more alike across disciplines?22

It is paramount for us as social scientists to watch these developments 
very closely and prevent cross-disciplinarity from becoming yet another 
mantelpiece in the academic rhetorical register. New mantras come along 
with new ways to pray, and there is the danger that when reciting the 
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interdisciplinary mantra, researchers will only superficially cross discipli-
nary boundaries in order to increase the chances of getting their research 
project funded. We have to think about ways of how to determine whether 
a piece of research is truly interdisciplinary, or simply a juxtaposition of 
researchers grounded in different disciplines.

Conclusion: making a difference between scientific and 
strategic analysis – and becoming our own masters

For a long time, scholars in my own field – comparative and international 
education – would look abroad to find solutions to their own country’s 
educational problems, and then call this ‘comparative research’. A prom-
inent forerunner of this was Michael Sadler (1861-1943), a British histo-
rian and educationist, who was constantly looking for foreign examples 
that could help England to improve its own school system. Maybe because 
of their discipline’s origin and history, comparative educationists today 
tend to be suspicious of cross-country comparisons that carry simple pol-
icy implications. Almost from the outset, they have already begun to dif-
ferentiate between analysis for scientific reasons and analysis for strategic 
reasons. While the former looks at phenomena in systematic relation to 
the investigated phenomena’s contexts, the latter externalizes to selected 
outside phenomena, but only in order to relate them back to one’s own 
context. As Schriewer and Martinez explain,

“externalizations to ‘foreign examples’ or to ‘world situations’ do not aim 
primarily at a social scientific analysis of cultural configurations; they in-
stead involve the discursive interpretation of international phenomena for 
issues of educational policy or ideological legitimization.”23

Put simply, to analyze by externalizing means to pick those things that 
are useful for pushing through one’s own agenda. The educational world 
– such as national school and university systems – is full of externaliza-
tions. The differential reactions to academic rankings on the one side and 
the PISA results on the other on the part of the Chinese educationists as 
mentioned at the beginning of this chapter can be interpreted from an ex-
ternalization perspective: while these Chinese researchers were eager to 
reform both higher and basic education, only the findings from academic 
rankings legitimized their intentions; PISA, on the other hand, confirmed 
a school system that in their eyes was in dire need of reform. Similarly, 
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Finnish educationists had their own ‘PISA shock’ when they learned that 
the system they were so critical of was supposed to be among the best.24 
These frequent externalizations are not surprising, as education has been 
historically tied to the wellbeing and progress of a nation and its economy, 
so that perceived flaws – in comparison with other nations – can easily 
lead to a national crisis. It is therefore relatively easy to exploit this angst 
in order to make things change.

Coming back to the topic of academic rankings, and our own work and 
research environments, ‘academic excellence’ and ‘international recogni-
tion’ are particularly apt motors to change governance structures within 
higher education. Who does not want to be academically excellent and in-
ternationally recognized? However, it is an obligation for us as social sci-
entists to scrutinize systematically and critically how terms such as ‘excel-
lence’, ‘quality’, and ‘impact’ are defined; who profits from these particular 
definitions, and who does not; and whether there are alternative options 
for defining these terms. Can we include, in a definition of ‘excellence’, 
‘quality’ and ‘impact’, issues such as diverse student bodies, accessibility, 
and integration into the community (however defined)? Can we expect a 
university to offer solutions to problems that are crucial for humankind? 
Can we expect it to be a place where research is done together and in new 
ways? And where researchers and teachers feel more like parts of an or-
ganism than like the inhabitants of a ‘researcher hotel’ that puts indivi-
dual values on researchers based on citation indices? I think we need to 
answer ‘yes’ to all these questions in order to control the mechanisms that 
are controlling us – lest we become executors of the academic machine, 
rather than masters of ourselves.
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