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Abstract
Over the past decade, universities in the People’s Republic of China have notably pro-
gressed in international rankings. Most of the existing literature interested in this devel-
opment describes the adoption of university rankings in China as a recent import of a 
global institution, and as being driven by a governmental agenda that seeks to bolster the 
country’s competitiveness and overall status on the world stage, including in the academic 
realm. The wider domestic environment that determines Chinese universities’ participation 
in the global ranking competition is usually left out of the picture. As this article dem-
onstrates, university rankings and other performance indicators have been an organic part 
of Chinese science and higher education policy and a prominent element in state-directed 
national reform and development planning processes since at least the 1980s. In addition to 
the crucial role of the state and a lack of university autonomy, what further distinguishes 
the case of China from other countries in the rankings is a strong and accepted tradition 
of utilizing quantification, competition, and rating as political tools. Another reason, we 
argue, why Chinese universities were able to insert themselves into the ranking race rela-
tively seamlessly and with some quick successes. Yet, after decades of following so-called 
“Western” standards and indicators for academic performance and reputation evaluation, 
domestic policy is changing again and taking a seemingly nationalist turn which may bring 
about some changes in the practice and significance of university rankings in China—and 
potentially beyond, as we discuss in conclusion.
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Introduction

The People’s Republic of China (PRC) has firmly established itself in global university 
rankings. International observers often point out the astonishing speed at which, over the 
past decade, a number of the country’s universities have entered and climbed the most 
prominent league tables (see e.g. Baty, 2021; Marginson, 2022).1 The dominant narrative 
that fascinates analysts of global academia is that especially Chinese elite universities are 
rapidly “on the rise” in international rankings and play an ever more significant role on the 
world stage.

It is commonly known that continuously improving Chinese universities’ position in 
global rankings has become an official and vigorously pursued goal for actors, not only 
in the educational, but also in the political sector in China (Perry, 2020). Yet, the political 
dimension of university rankings, or rather, their domestic political environment in China 
is usually not studied as a crucial factor. As a review of the relatively small body of litera-
ture on university rankings in China shows (see below), published research usually focuses 
almost exclusively on the evolution of higher education policies in general, which include 
the ambition to elevate national elite universities to “world class institutions” (世界一流大
学), and on university management in China and how and whether it is geared to compete 
in the global ranking game. Strikingly, most of the existing literature treats university rank-
ings primarily as an isolable phenomenon and as a story of rather simple diffusion (see 
e.g., Allen, 2017). The occurrence of university rankings in and their importance for China 
are further seen as some type of local adoption, or reinterpretation, of a global model of 
reputation cultivation, comparison, and competition (see e.g., Rhoads et al., 2014; Margin-
son, 2017). In this perspective, international rankings are mainly an external requirement, a 
material and normative pressure which Chinese universities, and China’s global ambitions 
overall, cannot escape (see e.g., Mok & Kang, 2021).

There are certain aspects, however, about the way in which China joined and now navi-
gates the global ranking game that can get lost in studies that concentrate only on universi-
ties as individual organizations and on the global institutionalization and technicalities of 
university rankings. It is here that this article ties in with a slightly different perspective 
and one that focuses more on the wider socio-political context in which this takes place. 
We claim that this approach can add interesting nuances and contribute further to our 
understanding of what determines Chinese universities’ presence in global rankings in the 
past, present, and future.

We argue that one cannot simply take the career of university rankings in China as a 
given, or as a natural side effect of the global commercialization of higher education. Nei-
ther is it sufficient to point to the fact that Chinese universities, once they joined the race, 
were merely using efficient ways of directing their impressive manpower to catch up in 
all regards. Instead, we put forward that one needs to understand the political context in 
which universities are embedded in China and in which rankings evolved as an internal 

1 Since global rankings became widely accepted in the early 2000s, and China set up the Shanghai World 
University Ranking in 2003, the number of Chinese elite universities in the global top 100 has doubled 
in the two most prominent rankings outside of China, the Times Higher Education (THE) and the Quac-
quarelli Symonds (QS) World University Rankings (from only two, or three respectively, to now six).
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strategic tool for enforced infrastructural development of the wider research and education 
system and for resource allocation. In our assessment, this context occurs as a result of: 
(1) the dominance of the Chinese state, including in universities and regarding their posi-
tioning domestically and globally, and (2) the ambitions and comprehensiveness of top-
down policy planning in the fields of research and higher education over (at least) the past 
four decades. It is through such a contextualization, we contend, that a global assessment 
and comparison of the making and meaning of university rankings in China becomes more 
substantial. This contextualization also provides a basis for assessing the apparent changes 
in the policy and politics of approaching global rankings that are currently promoted by 
the Chinese leadership. Not least, the case of China can contribute some interesting stimuli 
for general research and theory-building on university ranking as a phenomenon in world 
society and complement existing empirics that are usually almost exclusively derived from 
the OECD context.

This article, which builds on an analysis of available primary and secondary sources in 
English and Chinese, is structured as follows: the next section highlights some aspects in 
the study of the Chinese case and in the general literature on university rankings that moti-
vate and inform the approach of this study. We then briefly describe Chinese universities’ 
function in the overall state and policy structure and outline how they were increasingly put 
under quantitative pressure to perform. We trace how the ever more intense application of 
science indicators after the start of China’s reform era was coupled with the emergence of 
university rankings, first national and then international ones. The subsequent part looks at 
the practices and tangible effects of university rankings as a deliberately employed distribu-
tional and incentivizing mechanism in China over time, and ends with a brief exploration 
of the domestic discourse on rankings. In conclusion, we point to recent policy changes 
concerning the standards of academic performance evaluation as well as the shift towards a 
strategy of more scientific and technological self-sufficiency pushed by the PRC’s political 
leadership. Both appear to herald some challenges for the current practice and meaning of 
university rankings in China and potentially beyond.

State of the field: university rankings and their Chinese characteristics

University rankings have become a measuring device for academic performance and have 
transformed universities around the globe into organizations that heavily compete with one 
another (see e.g., Brankovic et  al., 2018). Chinese universities seem to be no exception, 
as the small (but growing) body of international literature on this topic documents. Most 
works, especially in the field of higher education studies, analyze what led to China’s suc-
cess with regard to the different indicators tested in the rankings, for example, the develop-
ment in scientific disciplines which formed the basis for the ever-increasing publication 
output and recognition of Chinese universities (see e.g., Allen, 2017; Chen, 2019). Other 
studies point to shifting trends in university governance, including the incentive system 
created to enhance performance, or the attempts at making campuses in China more attrac-
tive for international students and staff (see e.g., Pan, 2009; Rhoads et al., 2014).

Another frequently investigated topic is the nominal power and, at the same time, factual 
vagueness of the concept of “world-class” in Chinese higher education policies (see e.g., 
Allen, 2021; Ngok & Guo, 2008). In addition, some observers explore why the global rep-
utation of Chinese universities has risen so dramatically, given that there are documented 
misconducts and reasons to “mistrust” science coming out of China, including a tendency 
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to “fake” data and other information (see e.g., Lin, 2013). There are also suggestions for 
alternative rankings, which deliberately take into account these problematic issues, such 
as the Academic Freedom Index, in which the PRC fares among the countries at the bot-
tom (Kinzelbach et al., 2021). Not least, some observers conclude that in spite of the rapid 
rise of China’s universities in global rankings to date, too many deficits in their national 
environment (missing control of research norms, lack of academic freedom, the current 
pandemic-induced closure of the country, etc.) will eventually slow and impede progress 
and keep them from winning real first-class status (see e.g., Altbach, 2016; Fischer, 2021).

Although the uncommon socio-political environment for China’s universities is touched 
upon as a variable when China’s rise up the league tables and its chances of continuous 
success in the global competition are described, this environment is not usually studied 
systematically when documenting the emergence and use of rankings in China. In general, 
university rankings are usually seen as some type of international regime. This was the 
case with the THE and QS rankings which are based on benchmarks initially defined in the 
academic, as well as the higher education system (see e.g., Wilbers & Brankovic, 2021), 
and then utilized by commercial – often media – organizations as a so-called “third party” 
who serve as the main evaluator and producer of rating tables (see e.g., Brankovic et al., 
2018). More specifically, university rankings are often described as a new form of com-
parison and competition that emerged in an international space and then in turn affected 
individual countries as the host of the ranked universities and thereby another measure-
ment unit. Here, nation states are usually treated as objects of evaluation, but rarely are 
they (or better: their governments) also seen as co-producers or causes of such evaluations. 
Can this logic really hold in a case such as that of China, with its all-pervasive Party-state 
structure that permeates any societal organization in the country? This seems to be a ques-
tion surprisingly unexplored in the relevant literature that refers on universities as (world) 
organizations in the (global) higher education system when studying rankings.

Furthermore, according to the general sociological literature, university rankings 
achieve global convergence and standardization in higher education and research (Eposito 
and Stark, 2019; Heintz, 2010; Pfeffer & Stichweh 2015). This facet seems to be corrobo-
rated by the integration and ascent of Chinese universities in global rankings. In the exist-
ing literature on the Chinese case, however, it often seems that this diffusion is usually 
one-directional and China just an adopter or importer of ideas of practices of university 
rankings. In the words of Ryan M. Allen, China has picked up on the international trend 
of commensuration, meaning the “quantification of abstract ideas into smaller, easier-
to-define measurements …, which often manifest into ranking structures used for direct 
comparison to other systems” (Allen, 2017: 1–2), which for him displays the tendencies of 
neoliberal research and education organizations worldwide. The story usually told is there-
fore rather straightforward: China was initially motivated to use rankings to measure the 
standing of Chinese universities in comparison to others around the world and as a push to 
catch up with them. Modelled on university ranking practices observable elsewhere, espe-
cially the U.S., China thereby created the first global league table, the Shanghai Ranking, 
in 2003. Ever since, more international rankings were produced and came to dominate the 
game, and Chinese universities became fixated on them as the embodiment of the “world-
class universities” ideal and continuously tried to improve their performance in the “global 
reputation race” (Mok & Kang, 2021: 374).

While this is definitively what happened on the surface, to view university rankings 
merely as an isolated or an imported tool for China’s university reforms excludes important 
nuances of the history of university rankings in China. Whereas looking deeper into the 
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political context of university rankings can further our understanding of the evolution of 
the Chinese academic system as a whole. A glimpse at the history of science and educa-
tion policy-making in China quickly reveals that mechanisms of quantitative performance 
planning and evaluation, including listing and ranking, were in use in the PRC long before 
the inclusion of China in the relevant international systems of counting. The targeted use of 
structural information for the advancement of a systematic science policy, be it in certain 
scientific fields, specific institutions, or different regions, and especially for the applica-
tion of related indicators for the sake of resource allocation (Hornbostel, 1997: 18), can 
be observed in China at least since the start of the Reform and Opening period in the late 
1970s. University rankings—first domestic, then international—helped to reduce complex-
ity and furthered the standardization and comparability of available information (Eposito 
and Stark, 2019; Heintz, 2010; Ringel, 2021). As such they apparently proved to be one 
very efficient tool for pushing China’s reformed science, technology, and innovation (STI) 
policies.

Moreover, there also seems to be value in considering the tradition and omnipresent 
practices of performance quantification and ranking as a societal feature and, especially, 
as a political tool in China. Besides the convincing yet abstract references to Confucianism 
and other hints at the long historical or cultural continuities that are sometimes invoked in 
descriptions of the Chinese system of higher education and research (Cao, 2014b; Margin-
son, 2011, 2016; Perry, 2020), further attention should be given to remaining practices of 
comprehensive planning and disciplining, to which universities, as public institutions, have 
been subjected to ever since the founding of the PRC (Han & Xu, 2019; Schulte, 2019).

Finally, it is a common assumption that there is limited observable controversy about 
university rankings in China, as in Asia generally (Stichweh, 2023). Debates like Western 
ones, which often build on the notion that the quantification of the performance of research 
and teaching institutions also represents external control over them and a challenge to their 
autonomy, are apparently inexistent in China. Whether this is because of the omnipresence 
of performance evaluation and the state per se, the dominance of a techno-nationalist ide-
ology (Greenhalgh and Zhang, 2020) that encourages strive and competition, or simply a 
lack of a comprehensive public discourse on this topic, remains largely unexplored in the 
literature.

Adding perspectives: the role of the state in the global institutionalization 
of rankings

Although not able to address all of the puzzles and gaps just highlighted, in this article we 
will analyze the position of universities in China vis-à-vis the state and its pervasive sys-
tem of performance planning and evaluation and thereby explain the evolution and appli-
cation of university rankings in the country. More than just presenting a case study, we 
demonstrate that our analysis can also supplement general approaches to hypothesizing and 
theory-building about university rankings, not least, by highlighting the value of contex-
tualizing the wider societal embedding of this practice in the modern systems of higher 
education and science. The case of China points to the peculiar and strong role of the state 
in encouraging and steering rankings. This may be a feature that is quite naturally expected 
in a one-party autocracy, but it may be worth examining the state factor also in other set-
tings. It appears that even in OECD countries a state’s ambition to nudge, steer, or utilize 
rankings—and the overall societal attitude towards this ambition—differs widely (see e.g., 
Hazelkorn, 2009).
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Telling the story of university rankings in China as one in which they are a political tool 
for governance and technocratic policy-making in the fields of science and education rather 
than a game played by individual universities on a neoliberal global higher education mar-
ket (Lynch, 2014) can also contribute to sociological analyses at a more macro level. As 
was hinted above, this story speaks to the literature on science as a global function system 
and the university as a world organization (see e.g., Stichweh, 1996), and the global dif-
fusion and isomorphism of higher education systems in the world polity (see e.g., Meyer 
et  al., 1992). Both strands in the literature claim that parallel to the diffusion and grow-
ing similarity of representations of global ideas and norms, there at the same time exists 
internal differentiation of these global systems; one that is brought about, for example, by 
the local variances of universities as bearers of this differences. Literature on the national 
characteristics of science and higher education in China has in fact described the differ-
ences and interactions of the national and the global system and traced, for instance, how it 
uses its “global engagement to build national capability as well as vice versa” (Marginson, 
2022: 907). As can be shown, China produced its national STI statistics, including univer-
sity rankings, in close accordance with leading international examples, adapting them to 
local conditions and developing them further (Christmann-Budian, 2013). Whether this is 
to be interpreted simply as “diffusion” or more sophisticated “innovation” (Bound et al., 
2013), is probably a question of theoretical preference.

It seems at least equally interesting, considering the characteristics of the Chinese case 
summarized above, to ask what happens when parameters for performance measurement 
developed for an autonomous system of science (and relatively autonomous universities) 
are deliberately imported into a context in which this basic requirement seems to be absent. 
Will this in the long run be a reductio ad absurdum; or does the Chinese adoption of uni-
versity rankings and its global repercussions, have the potential to significantly alter the 
original idea and acceptance of international academic league tables altogether? While it 
goes beyond the limits of this publication to explore these questions to the fullest, a few 
related observations will be presented in the last part of this article.

Universities and the ubiquitous state structure and planning in China

Control and contribution

In studies of university rankings in other contexts (Brankovic et al., 2018; Yudkevich et al., 
2019), universities are usually treated as individual (and autonomous) actors that pos-
sess and display considerable agency with regard to joining and navigating the ranking 
game. Different from most of their global peers, universities in China, however, do not only 
depend heavily on the state, they also are intrinsically entangled with it in terms of their 
internal organization and overall socio-political structural embedding. Beyond providing 
crucial financial resources as in most other countries, the Chinese state interacts in various 
ways with a university’s organization. As Han and Xu (2019) comprehensively describe, 
the state’s main instruments include first and foremost the so-called “dual governance” of 
the university, which means that the Communist Party upholds a structure in the university 
mirroring all crucial administrative levels and bodies and retains ultimate decision-making 
power at all these levels.2 Further instruments include the involvement in the appointment 

2 Especially since general secretary Xi Jinping’s recent efforts to strengthen Party structures across all soci-
etal domains, it now again means that the Party body always trumps the corresponding civil unit within the 
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of leadership positions, the centralized planning of student access to higher education 
through a nation-wide entrance exam and ensuing selection mechanisms and uptake quo-
tas co-administered by the government and universities, as well as discipline structures 
and a monitoring of the curriculum and organization of ideological and military training 
on campus (see also Doyon & Tsimonis, 2022; Xu et al., 2021; Sui, 2019). Despite com-
mercialization and internationalization processes that Chinese universities went through in 
recent decades (Mao & Yan, 2015), these Party-state entanglements with the university 
organization never ceased; at most, it transformed from direct to partly indirect influence 
(Han & Xu, 2019: 941–942). As part of this, universities are now steered by an incentive 
structure created by the government’s policy, the Party’s mandates, and the overall status 
and function assigned to them within the country’s higher education and science landscape 
(Marginson, 2016; Pan, 2009; Schulte, 2019).

Occupying a peculiar position, as described meticulously by Cao (2014a), Chinese uni-
versities are part of an “institutional division of labor” and an integral element of the larger 
infrastructure of science, research, and higher education under heavy governmental steer-
ing. Especially when it comes to scientific research, this implies that organizations, includ-
ing universities, are given a mission, “designated … usually by the Party-state” (pp. 120). 
As a result, a “rigid, hierarchical institutional structure” exists in China’s science system, 
with a few “key” (重点) universities—besides the Chinese Academy of Sciences insti-
tutes—as the elite core, which also are the focal points for the allocation of research fund-
ing and mission-oriented research (Cao, 2014a: 121).3 

With the launch of the Reform and Opening era and the new focus on the performance 
and productivity of research and tertiary education, central political planning for and the 
steering of universities fully took off. For most of the government’s important programs 
in the science and higher education sector, this included detailed guidelines, down to the 
level of the individual university, in terms of regulations for program planning, personnel 
evaluations, budget allocations, etc. (Christmann-Budian, 2013). Getting every institution 
on board with the new development plans in the 1980s was a complex task for the gov-
ernment, as the previously existing guidance and structures to promote scientific research 
within the higher education sector was highly fragmented (Saich, 1989: 73–74). A central-
ized technocratic science administration in Beijing was tasked with bringing the new plans 
to fruition. The government’s increasing funding since the mid-1980s first focused almost 
exclusively on the “key universities.” Subsequent choices for an expansion of the programs 
were “based on the track record of the universities and the quality of their staff members” 
and expected to maximize the returns on investments (Saich, 1989: 74).

For this purpose, science statistics and university rankings were crafted (see below) to 
create the ability to analyze and compare scientific and educational output down to spe-
cific levels. At the same time, the central administration, in accordance with the established 
practice of comprehensive planning and steering in Chinese politics (Naughton, 1995), set 
numerical targets concerning the expansion of the structures of research and teaching and 
their output, to be achieved within specific timeframes. Regular performance assessment 

3 Before the reform era, research and education were two separate domains with universities being respon-
sible only for the latter before “academic standards rose and research became part of the graduate curricula 
of institutions of higher education in the early 1980s” (Orleans, 1989: 110).

organization and that Party functionaries should always have the last word in decision making processes 
(CCP Central Committee, 2021).

Footnote 2 (continued)



 Higher Education

1 3

thus became immediately linked to a mandate for performance. Nonetheless, reform era 
planning and the steering of universities in China became different from the older, static 
Soviet-style practices of a command economy with unrealistic goals, rigid guidelines 
for implementation, and little means to fully assess the (failure of) outcomes (Heilmann 
& Melton, 2013). More technocratic and sophisticated data and plans came to be devel-
oped and employed, and the leeway and discretion of the relevant actors regarding how to 
achieve the set targets grew. Altogether, quantitative planning and performance evaluation 
with room for localized concretization and adjustments, a backbone of reform era policy-
making in China (Landry, 2009), was ever more intensely and aptly applied by the gov-
ernment in the field of STI policy and thereby also for institutions of research and higher 
education (State Council of the People’s Republic of China, 2006; Suttmeier, 1989; Zhi 
and Pearson, 2017).

Gathering data for ranking research and education organizations in China

The government’s need for a better foundation for the assessment and steering of China’s 
research and education capacities contributed significantly to the rapid development of 
a number of science indicators in China throughout the 1980s. The Chinese government 
adopted the general global trend of science quantification, emulated models from around the 
world, and learned swiftly from the recommendations of the relevant international organiza-
tions, such as the OECD or UNESCO (Drori et al., 2003: 108 ff.). This trend only accelerated 
as science and technology development came to be regarded as the undergirding of China’s 
economic competitiveness, including the promotion of its version of a “knowledge economy” 
and a National Innovation System (NIS). A key (and centrally promoted) milestone in the 
process of measuring the Chinese science system was the introduction of the statistical series 
“Science-Technology Indicators” (科技指标; see e.g. Keji Zhibiao, 1990). Since 1990, the 
indicators were published every two years by the National Research Centre for Science and 
Technology for Development (NRCSTD 中国科学技术促进发展研究中心; now CASTED, 
Chinese Academy for Science and Technology for Development), a specialized entity under 
the Chinese Ministry of Science and Technology (MoST) and the Chinese government’s most 
relevant think tank for science policy surveys and related statistics. Based on the OECD’s 
original set of indicators, the Chinese “Science-Technology Indicators” came to represent 
the most comprehensive form of science and technology statistics in China, integrating com-
prehensive data collected from all relevant government departments and organizations. Ever 
since, China’s government science statistics have transformed analogous to the international 
development of science and innovation indicators, but their general weighting as well as 
application changed over the past decades. In 2011, CASTED developed the annual National 
Innovation Index Report. The report was not only modelled on the Global Innovation Index 
published by World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO) in terms of its name, but also 
produced rankings of research organizations based on an analysis of multifactorial data con-
cerning China’s innovation potential. Against this background, since the 1990s, the field of 
scientometrics in China grew significantly in its scope and significance.

As part of this general trend to quantify and rate performance in the STI sector, uni-
versity rankings developed in China in various forms. Formally since 1983, national uni-
versity rankings were issued in the USA in the form of the “U.S. News & World Report” 
ranking (Wilbers & Brankovic, 2021). In 1987, the Beijing-based Science and Technol-
ogy Daily, the official newspaper of the Chinese MoST, also began to publish designated 
university rankings (大学排名). These rankings comprised about 90 universities country 
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wide.4 After the turn of the millennium, there already were circa 100 university rankings 
in China issued by about 20 institutions. In 2003, the first Academic Ranking of World 
Universities (ARWU) was created by Shanghai Jiaotong University (Huang, 2015), osten-
sibly upon governmental initiative. It was based on six indicators meant to capture research 
performance: number of alumni or faculty members with Nobel Prizes or Fields Medals; 
number of researchers with high citation scores according to Thomson Reuters; number of 
articles published in Nature or Science; number of articles in the Science Citation Index 
Expanded and Social Sciences Citation Index; and the institution’s per capita performance. 
Thus, unlike other rankings then and now, the ARWU relied primarily on a quantitative 
assessment of research capacity metrics rather than a qualitative peer review (Allen, 2017). 
The ARWU was the world’s first global continuous ranking of universities (Marginson, 
2014), although the THE-QS World University Ranking, initiated in 2004, soon received 
more worldwide attention.

Over time, China’s main ambition thus changed from domestic data collection and plan-
ning to an orientation and emulation of internationally advanced organizations and, finally, 
to creating a matrix to gauge and push the global competitiveness of Chinese universities. 
That is why China needed international rankings and not merely national ones. Also, a 
qualitative overview of the world’s universities came in handy for Chinese students eligible 
and able to study overseas, which was promoted on a large scale with generous support 
from the Chinese government (Zweig, 2018). Furthermore, what stood out was the deliber-
ate state-led top-down enforcement of the scaling of STI and university rating in China. 
This included that there was little to no public discussion pro and contra other qualitative 
assessment methods, such as peer evaluation for example, like in Northern-American and 
especially European debates (Sigurdson, 2004: 6–17). Until recently, there had been no 
input or open contradiction from any subordinate units in the science policy hierarchy and 
the science system itself. The adoption of global key performance indicators and rankings 
for science and higher education occurred somewhat eclectically in China and was mostly 
limited to technicalities and without a simultaneous reflection on the broader underlying 
principles that guided these practices in other contexts.

Making rankings work (for state policy) in China

Rankings, rewards, and the politicized stratification of universities in China

The orientation towards international scientometric indicators and rankings combined with 
a national system of performance evaluation and rewards introduced a remarkable dynamic 
into the development of Chinese universities over the past decades. Rankings and quan-
titative indicators became gradually more decisive for the rise and fall of individual uni-
versities from political grace in China, as is reflected in various (elite) funding programs. 
Counting and rating therefore crucially assisted the state’s distribution of resources and 
incentives for development.

“Project 211,” launched in 1995, was the first major central government program of the 
reform era to promote Chinese higher education and bring it to the international level—
NB: at a time when the ARWU did not yet exist. According to criteria that were not made 

4 For some more details on these earlier versions of domestic rankings, see e.g., Yang (1998).



 Higher Education

1 3

transparent, around one hundred Chinese universities were initially selected for preferential 
funding through this program. These universities were to be developed into top universities 
of “international standard” by the turn of the century. The chosen universities were mostly 
concentrated in Beijing, Shanghai, and the eastern coastal region of the country, and they 
were expected to achieve high international standards in both teaching and research and 
thus serve as role models for other universities in China (Staiger, 2002). Furthering this 
effort, in 1998, the “985 Program” followed, which focused on a smaller group of circa 
30 universities, selected from among the approximately one hundred 211 universities to 
become “world leading institutions.” The selection process proved to be quite complex, and 
while there were openly communicated selection criteria, e.g., the ability to demonstrate 
research achievements through awards won, third-party funding, and a modern manage-
ment, it is reported that regional desires and power-political wrangling also played a role 
(Staiger, 2003).

In 2009, authorities officially declared a so-called “China Nine (C9) League.” Repre-
senting the top echelon of the 985 program, these universities were to continuously receive 
governmental support based on their leading positions in domestic higher education rank-
ings as well as, essentially, on the attainment of more prominent places in the (now exist-
ing) international rankings. Thereby attracting increasing attention beyond China’s borders, 
they were also supposed to form a network as China’s “Ivy League” and recruit the world’s 
most talented students. Quickly, these universities boosted their scientific output, especially 
in terms of publications, further improving their positions in international university rank-
ings. The government’s intense investment in the formation of high-performing elite insti-
tutions apparently paid off.

Intended to further deepen previous efforts to join the world’s top universities, the Chi-
nese government in October 2015 launched another program, the “Double First-Class Ini-
tiative” (双一流) (Tan, et al., 2017). This program combined two tracks, elite universities 
(“World First Class University” (世界一流大学), or the majority of the institutions of the 
former 985 program) with an institutional focus, and a “sub-scheme” which concentrated 
on the promotion of leading disciplines or research areas (“First Class Academic Disci-
pline Construction,” 一流学科建设) (Zhao, 2018).5 This combined approach was reminis-
cent of the German “Excellence Initiative” which started in 2005 and was closely observed 
by China (Liu et al., 2019). Although the responsible central authorities, the Ministry of 
Education (MoE), the Ministry of Finance (MoF), and the National Development and 
Reform Commission (NDRC), again did not provide detailed information regarding the 
selection criteria and process for the Double First-Class Project, it was reported that both 
domestic expert evaluations and the most well-known foreign world university rankings 
were considered (Zhao, 2018). Interestingly however, when the second phase of the Double 
First-Class program was announced at the beginning of 2022,6 the government emphasized 
publicly again that rankings would not play a role in selecting the additional seven univer-
sities for special funding in this round (Sharma, 2022a). This was probably because these 
universities were chosen strategically for the spatial and structural distribution of the pro-
gram across the country. What is more, after the initial launch of the program, there was 
some critical debate around international rankings as a benchmark, as we discuss below.

5 At the level of disciplines, placements in the international Essential Science Indicators (ESI) ranking are 
mentioned as the main benchmark in relevant Chinese policy documents.
6 See MoE, 2022: http:// www. moe. gov. cn/ srcsi te/ A22/ s7065/ 202202/ t2022 0211_ 598706. html.

http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A22/s7065/202202/t20220211_598706.html
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Altogether, Chinese universities steadily rose in international university rankings after 
2000, and those that belonged to the most elite domestic institutions were also the most 
successful globally. Although other factors may ultimately have played the most decisive 
role in the state’s selection for preferential support and promotion of certain universities,7 
references to global measurement standards were used to confer an “aura of legitimacy” 
and objectivity (Perry, 2020: 14) to this strategy. The highly centralized mechanism of 
resource distribution thereby quickly yielded a “Matthew Effect” (Merton, 1973: 439 ff.) 
with Chinese characteristics: should strong universities improve their ranking position they 
would also receive a provision of more resources and likely continue to increase their out-
put as well as attain evaluation and ranking successes. The practices of measuring, ranking, 
and modeling therefore tangibly reinforced macro-structural asymmetries in China, such as 
the traditional imbalance in favor of the Chinese Eastern regions (Borsi et al., 2022). Only 
until recently were other criteria introduced to gradually counteract extreme rating and the 
over-concentration of resources in the Chinese university landscape.

Assignment of ranking targets and cascading compliance

The Chinese government not only used metrics and rankings for its internal decision-mak-
ing and resource distribution, but it also defined targets for universities on how to perform 
in international rankings, continuously pushing them to adapt their internal structure to 
these goals. While in the first two decades of reforms, the focus was mainly on building up 
excellent national infrastructures for scientific research and higher education, the logic of 
cascading state-led planning and support, fueling of competition, performance evaluation, 
and rating was adopted fully as the subsequent strategy to become a global science power 
with world universities (Rhoads et  al., 2014). The benchmarks for that were set mostly 
externally, and “in return for massive state financial investment, the universities introduced 
an elaborate system of evaluation and compensation” (Perry, 2020: 14) for the purpose of 
meeting these criteria. To an ever increasing extent, the government incentivized Chinese 
universities to trump each other in the domestic competition for the most rank-able output 
and for fulfilling the state-set goals at a global scale.

A glance at publicly available information, including policy plans and evaluation guide-
lines at the subnational level or universities’ development outlines, indeed shows how per-
vasive this structure is today: provincial governments set specific goals to have a certain 
number of universities achieving Double First-Class status and a certain number of univer-
sity-based disciplines entering World First-Class status (designated by the central Minis-
try of Education), by 2030 (see e.g., Sciping, 2019a). Universities list international rank-
ing placements as achievements and ambitions, but some do also formulate specific goals, 
such as Northwestern Polytechnical University (西北工业大学) in Xi’an, which writes in 
its development plan that it “aims at having the school overall ranked among the top 100 
worldwide, while promoting the disciplines of aviation, aerospace, and navigation sciences 
to be ranked among the top ten worldwide by 2050” (Sciping, 2019b). And although it is 
difficult, if not impossible, to retrieve information on the detailed criteria, mechanisms, 
and effects of these various internal procedures, it is clear that the government evaluates 

7 A more in-depth examination of, for example, the application of the Chinese state’s Science and Technol-
ogy Indicators to university science in domestic ratings over the course of several years revealed inconsist-
encies that make the informative value of this data source for Chinese scientific performance evaluation 
appear somewhat dubious in some areas (Christmann-Budian, 2013: 223 ff.).
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universities and university leaders, that the organizations themselves establish interior 
evaluation practices, and that all this vigorously drives universities to perform in rank-
ings. Thus, while Chinese universities are pushed to become aligned with global principles 
of higher education governance and research collaboration, domestically, comprehensive 
political scientometrics and multi-level performance evaluation and rewards bind the uni-
versities closely to the state’s STI policy structures.

Apparently, universities in China have no choice but to comply with this extremely per-
vasive performance evaluation and streamlining mechanism. Beyond the material factors 
involved, an interesting but understudied precondition for the rapid adoption of world rank-
ings in China and compliance with all its consequences might, arguably, also be found in 
the striking prevalence of statistics, evaluation, and competition in Chinese government 
and politics, if not in society overall (see e.g., Liu, 2009). Facets of politically utilized rat-
ing can be found throughout history, in the structures of China’s imperial bureaucracy, 
the mechanisms of the PRC’s planned socialist economy after 1949, as well as in China’s 
contemporary modes of digitalized technocracy (see e.g., De Weerdt, 2007; Kipnis, 2008; 
Kostka, 2019). Consequences of these evaluations in all domains of life can include pro-
motion or demotion as well as sometimes public praise and awards or “shaming” (Mei & 
Pearson, 2014). Frequently, this includes league tables of those evaluated that are at times 
publicly displayed,8 which only strengthens the “fame or blame” mechanism involved. 
However, while the general practice of evaluations, ranking and rewarding as such seems 
to be largely accepted in China as a political and social-engineering tool, in recent years 
more and more debates have emerged about the unintended and detrimental consequences 
of the ranking hype and the criteria applied in academic performance assessments.

Consequences and controversies: current calls for more qualitative 
and eventually “Chinese” indicators

University rankings’ global importance for the continuing production of reputation and 
competition (Ringel et al., 2021) is met by recurring debates about their scientific and prac-
tical validity. In the case of China, where decisions on governmental funding for univer-
sities are also dependent on their success in international rankings, as described above, 
criticism has recently grown louder as well. The forced ambition to rank as highly as pos-
sible and to rapidly improve a university’s position in these league tables, it is argued, has 
produced a tunnel view among actors in China and, worse, encouraged large-scale data 
manipulation for this purpose (Wang & Guo, 2019).

One example is the criticism of using bibliometric methods, in particular, the focus on 
citation rates in journals with a high impact factor and their manipulability, not least by 
universities. For example, in a 2004 study, it was already stated that Chinese “PhD stu-
dents are expected to publish at least one article in a journal listed in Thomson’s Science 
Citation Index, the main citation database” in use (Wilsdon & Keeley, 2007). Universities 
paid monetary bonuses to staff for articles published in top international journals (MIT 
Technology Review, 2017). It is also well documented that a huge market for ghostwritten 
or “artificial” scientific publications and forged certificates of all kinds as well as citation 

8 In pre-digital times, this was often done by hanging out boards with evaluation results in public spaces 
(Ahlers, 2014; Kipnis, 2008).
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cartels emerged in China (Hvistendahl, 2013; Qiu, 2010: 143). The pressure to meet these 
numerical requirements at—seemingly—all costs began to affect all areas and institutions 
of the Chinese scientific system. For instance, a study by the China Association of Sci-
ence and Technology in 2009 already revealed that among the around 30,000 scientists 
surveyed, more than half of the respondents were aware of offenses in the context of pla-
giarism and other variants of fraud concerning scientific publications, 43% considered sci-
entific misconduct in China to be serious, and around 30% expressed understanding for this 
kind of maneuvering due to the tough requirements in the domestic science system (Chen, 
2009). Sociologist Cao Cong even states that, caught between the hypercompetitive system 
and the political rules at home and international principles of science and research ethics, 
“Chinese scientists have been confused and frustrated as to what norms or values they are 
expected to observe” (2014a; 150).9

As a reaction to these developments, since around 2010, a more critical debate has 
evolved in academic circles and among the political elite in China. Interestingly enough, 
the debate became more public when it was announced that results of international uni-
versity rankings would be utilized for the selection of universities for the Double First/
C9 program in 2015/16. Altogether, the Janus-faced nature of the government’s strategy 
and universities’ compliance came into focus: On the one hand, rankings of different uni-
versities were considered informative and a convenient yardstick in the implementation of 
the elite university programs. On the other hand, Chinese policymakers, including former 
premier Wen Jiabao (cit. in Cao, 2014b: 157) and now CCP secretary general Xi Jinping, 
proclaimed that quantification and international rankings should be heeded but not overly 
relied upon. More important than numbers, Xi expressed recently, is the image of the uni-
versity in people’s minds, which must be built up gradually (Wang & Guo, 2019).

Notably, decisions in the earlier phases of Chinese science and higher education policy 
also came into question again, including the overreliance on science indicators in general. 
As a first step, policies for scientific performance evaluation issued by the MoST and the 
MoE took a new direction, spelled out in two documents published in 2020.10 The minis-
tries’ announcements propagate a return to very vague “original academic goals” which is 
supposed to supersede the decade-long focus on quantitative performance benchmarks. The 
policy guidelines emphasize that a balance between internationalization and global coop-
eration on the one hand and domestic requirements and local relevance on the other ought 
to be the focus of Chinese research and higher education policies from now on. Some-
what more concretely, the documents recur to the strengthening of qualitative peer reviews 
instead of one-dimensional and macro-level quantitative evaluation of scientific outputs. 
In particular, the “worshipping of SCI” and impact factors should end, and publications 
ought to be evaluated qualitatively and in a limited number, for example, when applying for 
positions or funding (Zhang & Sivertsen, 2020).11 Cash-for-publication practices by uni-
versities ought to be abolished. In addition, the guidelines call for greater use of Chinese 
citation indexes (e.g., the “CSCI”) and suggest that publications in Chinese language and 

9 See also Gao Xuesong and Zheng Yongyan’s (2020) more recent, fascinating study of this dilemma in the 
Chinese social science and humanities disciplines, with a special focus on the role of rankings.
10 See MoE, 2020: http:// www. moe. gov. cn/ srcsi te/ A16/ moe_ 784/ 202002/ t2020 0223_ 423334. html; and 
MoST, 2020: https:// news. scien cenet. cn/ htmln ews/ 2020/2/ 436125. shtm.
11 More specifically, indicators based on the Web of Science should not be directly applied in evaluation 
and funding at any level anymore (Li, 2020).

http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A16/moe_784/202002/t20200223_423334.html
https://news.sciencenet.cn/htmlnews/2020/2/436125.shtm
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by Chinese publishers should be given more weight (Li, 2020).12 Also in 2020, some new 
study centers were established around the country with a mission to develop explicitly Chi-
nese rankings in order to increasingly decouple the evaluation of Chinese universities from 
“foreign standards,” especially in the humanities and social sciences—one of the most vis-
ible of such institutions is the Evaluation Research Center at Renmin University in Beijing 
(中国人民大学评价研究中心).13

Furthermore, at the time of writing this article, the MoE suddenly announced that Ren-
min University, Nanjing University, and Lanzhou University would no longer participate 
in overseas rankings, nor would they provide data to ranking agencies anymore (Sharma, 
2022b). While the news immediately caused a lot of media attention and appeared as a 
major change of course, there has been no follow-up development and the three universi-
ties concerned are, in fact, cases which have recently been rather unsuccessful in improving 
their international standing. This means this move can be seen as merely a way of protect-
ing them from the mentioned public “shaming” game, but it could also be a way of testing 
the waters for future shifts in this regard. Not least, official statements also stressed how 
particularly and valuably “Chinese” these institutions are and how little these “qualities” 
could be reflected by imported assessment criteria (Sohu, 2022).

It remains unclear so far to what extent the new evaluation guidelines will be imple-
mented on the ground and whether the impetus for more independence from “Western” 
rating standards will grow stronger, but it will definitively be worth following what these 
tendencies could potentially mean for China’s status in university rankings, or better, for 
the gathering of the data necessary for producing global rankings. Is it a normative ini-
tiative to announce the end of “publish or perish?” Would it result in China’s detach-
ing from the citation indexes, the most renowned science awards, and other indicators, 
that are the basis for defining a universities’ ranking status? Could it ultimately lead to 
an alternative Chinese model of scientific performance evaluation? And would this rep-
resent real diversification or just a tilting toward nationalism? While it is too early to 
answer any of these questions, a significant turn away from the conventional standards of 
performance evaluation and international ranking within the Chinese research and higher 
education bureaucracy and the academic community still seems rather unlikely in the 
short to mid-term future.

Conclusion

In this article, we studied the emergence and utilization of university rankings in the PRC 
in relation to their wider societal, especially political environment. By taking this broader 
perspective, it becomes clear that the career of university rankings in China is fundamen-
tally interrelated with the state’s top-down science and innovation policies and politics and 
not only an imported measuring device for international comparison in the higher education 
sector. From the start of the reform era in the 1980s, China adopted quantitative benchmarks 
for scientific performance measurement already in use internationally and integrated them 
into a highly centralized domestic political structure of which universities are a core part 

12 Earlier, it was already reported that the CCP encourages Chinese universities to treat domestic political 
consultancy work and policy papers, as well as ideology-promoting and “politically correct” media articles 
by scientists and scholars similar to academic publications in career evaluation procedures (Sharma, 2017).
13 See the center’s website and an explanation of its mission (in Chinese) here: http:// erc. ruc. edu. cn/ gk/ zxjj/ 
index. htm.

http://erc.ruc.edu.cn/gk/zxjj/index.htm
http://erc.ruc.edu.cn/gk/zxjj/index.htm
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and which was essentially steered by performance targets and assessments. Chinese uni-
versities thus became subjected to dual evaluations, globally, and domestically. Against the 
background of a long tradition of quantitative evaluation procedures and fierce competition 
for scarce public resources in the PRC, this created a forceful incentive structure pushing 
Chinese universities to participate in the global ranking game. The rise and consolidation of 
Chinese institutions in the most prominent rankings in recent years is also the result of the 
intensive and targeted efforts of Chinese science policy strategists and university managers 
to promote precisely the methods and indicators required for success in these rankings.

Despite sporadic critical debates, science indicators and rankings continue to be exces-
sively instrumentalized in China. Public actors can be assumed to be socially accustomed 
to a sort of ubiquitous quantitative performance measurement. Criticism in China does 
therefore not usually address the principle of ranking and the resulting elite formation and 
extreme stratification per se. Debates center rather around questions of method and on 
whether the indicators used should become more locally adjusted and “relevant for China” 
and should challenge the predominant “Western” standards employed in the most popular 
current rankings. However, such an alternative ranking model has not yet evolved and for 
the time being a highly functional and accommodated approach to international university 
rankings persists in China.

Generalizability and inspiration for future research

From a macro view, we would further contend that the case of China therefore displays 
interesting divergences from the common description of the global diffusion and local 
function(ing) of rankings. Outside of China, rankings emerged (or were adopted) more 
organically and in dialogue with different actors, bridging the commercial, political, and 
academic fields, and a certain mistrust usually prevails towards (national) state involve-
ment (see, for example, in the history of the US case; Wilbers & Brankovic, 2021). In this 
regard alone, the practice of rankings in China differs markedly.

More explicitly, studying the Chinese case, we have identified the following decisive 
factors in our analysis of how university rankings are set up nationally and where, arguably, 
crucial distinctions can be located: (a) the structure of the science system and in particu-
lar the degree of university autonomy, (b) the degree to which science and higher educa-
tion policy (even policy making in general) is tied to quantitative benchmarking, and (c) 
the choice by policy makers between nationally designed rankings and rankings produced 
elsewhere. Future comparative research should reveal the configuration of these factors in 
other contexts and countries, ideally beyond the OECD world, to test how unique or extrap-
olatable our observations of the case of China are in this respect.

So far, the greatest divergence of the Chinese case can be found in the dominant role 
of the government and its deliberate and strategic interweaving of domestic policy goals 
with the benchmarks and pressures that are produced by an orientation on the established 
international ranking scene. While in the usual story of rankings, universities play the main 
part, in the Chinese case, the state takes on this role. The latter can be described, as we 
have attempted in this article, as an active subject that is involved in university ranking for 
domestic policy purposes and has chosen to partly outsource this work to international rank-
ing vehicles. It remains to be seen whether this decision will be reconsidered soon under the 
influence of increasingly isolationist tendencies among some relevant actors in China. As 
determined as the government was in deciding two decades ago that Chinese universities 
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should participate in global rankings, it may soon decide that they should withdraw from 
them—or, at least, become more assertive and selective in their participation.

Interestingly, against the background of increasing geopolitical tensions and discourses 
of “decoupling,” there seems to be a tendency, not only in China but also in other autocra-
cies, to (at least nominally) challenge the current international academic system and, in 
particular, some of its practices of producing comparability, reputation, and competition. 
For example, the government and parts of the academic elite in Russia are re-framing the 
Russian Federation’s recent exclusion from the European Bologna Process, a university 
cooperation and credit transfer system, after its invasion of Ukraine, as a development they 
very much welcome because it would boost the return to traditional national values and 
structures in education and research and, as it is emphasized, end the country’s subjugation 
to foreign assessments (Vorotnikov, 2022; Forschungsstelle Osteuropa, 2022).

The Chinese case is therefore a fascinating topic for further in-depth study, as well as 
one that could inspire future comparative work on the re-calibration of university rankings 
as one representation of the increasingly dynamic global systems of science and higher 
education in the twenty-first century.
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