
T
here are few easier ways for newspapers and magazines to generate a 
buzz than to print a list ranking the best of anything — from the greatest 
rock albums to the most essential books. And last month, The Times 
Higher Education Supplement followed suit, getting tongues wagging in 

academia around the world when it published its list of the 200 best universities.  
The usual suspects made up the top 20, but the rankings awarded to the other 

180 have proved a hot topic for conversation. This was abundantly clear to me while 
I was in Taiwan and Japan recently. Speaking to administrators there, it seemed 
that the most controversial point in the league table was the huge amount some 
institutions had moved in the space of 12 months. What did Beijing’s Tsinghua 
University do, for example, to warrant it leaping from number 62 last year to  28 this 
year? And why did the French-speaking Brussels Free University plunge from 76 to 
165 over the same period? 

The answers lie in the indicators used as benchmarks to draw up the table. These 
include factors such as the number of citations per faculty member and the number 
of students and faculty members recruited from abroad. Although such indicators 
are useful, the administrators I spoke to in the Far East can’t be alone in wondering 
whether these numbers can really tell anyone which university is better than another. 

The people who may be most helped — or misled — by these scores are students 
and postdocs looking for the best place to begin their scientific career. One 
university administrator’s son I spoke to, now weighing up which graduate school 
to attend, asked me about the importance of such lists. I told him that they help 
cement the reputations of world-class institutions; but I added that an institution’s 
pedigree may not be the most important factor when choosing where to study. 
If you think in terms of tangibles such as funding, publications and available 
infrastructure, as well as intangibles such as granting first authorship on papers 
or teaching you new skills, then the quality of the principal investigator trumps 
prestige every time. 
Paul Smaglik, Naturejobs editor
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