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Abstract
Opening up of economies across the world, evolution of knowledge as a competitive asset in place of capital and the quest to
enhance competitive advantage in every sector of the society have signicantly enhanced the perception of the relevance of
educational institutions in the development of mankind. The earlier institutions that contributed signicantly to human
society came to be looked upon as the role models. This perhaps triggered the concept of world-class universities. While
every society and every nation desired to create such world-class universities, there was no consensus on the concept of or
what constituted 'world-class university' even among experts. This paper is an exploration into this concept; in the absence
of well-established denitions the paper looks at the features of those universities that have been signicant in their
contributions to the societies around them so that an inventory of features can be created few of which could be construed to
constitute a world-class university. Later the paper explores the status of these features in the current context of Indian
higher education.
Key Words: World-class universities, Higher Education, Talent Pool, Research-led Institutions, Ranking of Universities.

Introduction

Liberalization, opening up of the economy and the
consequent competition have brought about changes in
thinking on practically every aspect of life. Educational
sector is no exception to this phenomenon, with
increasing realization that the economic future of
nations largely depends upon quality of their education.
Competition at world level, development of knowledge
economy, and the push to achieve competitive advantage
very diﬀerent from traditional competitive advantage
with the advent of knowledge economy, all have
accelerated thinking on the need to build world class
universities so as to train students to meet problems of
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the present day and the future. In the changed
circumstances, Knowledge has replaced Capital, as the
competitive asset that is primarily responsible for
building competitiveness of organizations as well as for
nations. (Jamil Salmi, 2009; Altbach, 2010; Qi Wang, et al.,
2012; Mok & Hallinger, 2013)
With this realization,
countries all over the world have been placing greater
emphasis on educational reforms and building
institutions of world-class. Says Mok and Hallinger,
“Changes in the global economy observed over the past
several decades have made it increasingly clear that the
quality of higher education represents a cornerstone in
any strategy for national development.” (Mok &
Hallinger, 2013; Bajunid, 2011; Carnoy, 2003; Gopinathan
& Lee, 2011). The Times Higher Education observed,

Vol. 2 | No. 1 | April, 2016

OAKBROOK
BUSINESS REVIEW

“The quest to create 'world class' universities has become
something of a global obsession in the past decade as
governments across the world have put the development
of competitive higher education and research systems at
the heart of their national economic strategies.” (THES
Global Ltd, 2015)
Alumni from the some of the best institutions in India –
like the IITs and the IIMs – ﬁnd easy entry into the prime
institutions of the world as well as into the leading
MNCs, but very few institutions from India ﬁnd a place
in the ranking of the top institutions of the world. The
paper is an attempt to investigate this phenomenon and
measure the distance that Indian elite institutions have
to travel to reach the list of top one hundred.

Meaning of World-Class University
The Concept and Empirical Evidence
The concept of world-class university is still under
evolution. Jun Li, the noted academician from Hong
Kong University says “ambiguous, uncertain, and
contested varying from one context to the other” (Jun Li,
2012). There is no single deﬁnition on the concept of
world-class University; says Prof Nian Cai Liu, director
of the Center for World-Class Universities at Shanghai
Jiao Tong University. “I don't think there will be one 10 years
from now as well; This deﬁnition too liberal and too general;
every country, every interested university must ﬁnd its own
way to deﬁne what is real excellence.” (University World
News, 22 November 2013). Professor Philip Altbach,
director of the Center for International Higher
Education at Boston College, said “Every country wants
a world-class university. No country feels it can do
without one. The problem is that no one knows what a
world-class university is, and no one has ﬁgured out
how to get one. Everyone, however, refers to the
concept.” (Philip Altbach, 2004). Asian countries have
started realizing the need to create institutions of
excellence and many have embarked on the road to
create world-class universities though they may not be
clear about the goals and targets (K. H. Mok and
Anthony B.L. Cheung, 2011; Also see: Altbach & Balan,
2007). In the absence of a clear deﬁnition, the concept has
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to rely more on perception rather than any set of absolute
criteria. Today one has to rely on some of the well
accepted global rankings to assess the position of
university among the global leaders. This is precisely
stated by Jamil Salmi, “Rather than self-declaration, the
elite status of world-class university relies on
international recognition” (Salmi, 2011)
An alternate approach will be to look at the concept
being contextual to the speciﬁcs of a region or a country.
This view has been enunciated by Marginson, “there is
no universal model for development of World Class
universities; they diﬀer from country to country because
of diﬀerence on macro aspects” (Marginson, 2012).

Features of a World-Class University
Given the absence of a well-established deﬁnition, how
does one list the features of a word-class university? An
approach would be to list the distinguishing features of a
cluster of leading world-class universities and create an
inventory of features. If a university possesses many of
those in the inventory, it could qualify as a world-class
university. Jamil Salmi, former coordinator of the World
Bank's tertiary education program and author of the
book as, The Challenge of Establishing World Class
Universities, (Salmi, 2009) has carried out such an
exercise and has identiﬁed the following as the basic
features of world-class universities.
Ÿ Highly qualiﬁed faculty;
Ÿ Excellence in research;
Ÿ Quality teaching;
Ÿ High levels of government and nongovernment
sources of funding;
Ÿ International and highly talented students;
Ÿ Academic freedom;
Ÿ We l l - d e ﬁ n e d a u t o n o m o u s g ove r n a n c e
structures; and
Ÿ Well-equipped facilities for teaching, research,
administration, and (often) student life
(Salmi, 2009; Altbach 2004; Khoon et al. 2005; Niland
2000 &2007)
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Alden and Lin in their research have identiﬁed a
comprehensive list of key characteristics of world-class
universities. A collaborative research by English and
Chinese universities has identiﬁed additional key
attributes ranging from international reputation of the
university to the university's contribution to society.
Although these attributes are signiﬁcant and critical in
assessing the reputation of a university, the process of
measuring these attributes is yet to be evolved (Alden &
Lin, 2004). Given this context Jamil Salmi, in the interest
of operational manageability, had proposed “superior
results of the World Class Institutions (highly sought
graduates, leading-edge research, technology transfer
etc) can essentially be attributed to three complementary
sets of factors at play:
Ÿ A high concentration of talent (faculty and
students)
Ÿ Abundant resources to oﬀer a rich learning
Ÿ Favorable governance features that encourage
strategic vision, innovation, and ﬂexibility.”

Concentration of High Talent
According to Salmi, one of the distinguishing aspects of a
world-class university is its ability to attract top-class
students, faculty, and researchers. In fact, these
universities are in a position to select top students from a
large pool of very bright and academically qualiﬁed
candidates internationally because of their special
standing and reputation. He cited that the percentage of
students at Harvard University was 19; Stanford at 21
and Columbia at 23. Over 30 % of the academic staﬀ in
top US and UK universities were from outside the
country. He believed that 'knowledge-networking
capacity of a university' was maximum when it had
signiﬁcant talent (students, teachers and researchers)
was from across the globe. Wherever free mixing of
talent was not feasible due to regulatory restrictions,
Wherever free mixing of talent was not feasible due to
regulatory restrictions, Salmi argued, 'knowledgenetworking capacity' was bound to be deﬁcient.
Internationalization needs curriculum reforms, student
and faculty mobility, international cooperation,
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productive partnership with prestigious universities,
etc. much beyond mere memorandum of
understanding. Marginson argues that
internationalization strategies should include strong
emphasis on global publishing, cross-national
benchmarking, student-exchange and openness to
foreign students. (Marginson, 2012).

Abundant Resources
World-class universities are characterized by abundant
resources at their disposal through large endowment
funds and signiﬁcant research income (Salmi & Saroyan
2007). Abundant ﬁnancial resources enable institutions
to attract and retain leading scholars and to build
facilities. Abundant resources would trigger virtuous
circle that enables institutions to attract still higher talent
as has been seen in the US.
Studies have shown that best-quality research happens
where the research talent is rewarded well (Aghion et al,
2007; Salmi, 2006).A world-class university must truly
be a magnet to attract talent from all over the world.
Among the world-class universities are of two broad
models: The European model envisages almost identical
funding support to all the universities so that all of them
have identical resources and status. The American
model is quite diﬀerent where funding emanate from
state as well as private resources. In practice the
American model has been found to be more eﬀective
since the elements of enterprise and competition come
into play leading to a higher level of competitive spirit
among the universities. Today the world is inclined more
towards the American model (THES Global Ltd., 2015).

Favorable Governance
The third important feature among world-class
institutions, according to Salmi, is governance in
universities that “enables institutions to make decisions
and to manage resources, without being encumbered by
bureaucracy.” (Salmi, Op.cit.) The governance
dimension basically concerns with “regulatory
framework, the competitive environment, and the
degree of academic and managerial autonomy that
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universities enjoy.” Governance would include matters
such as “autonomy, leadership, regulatory frameworks,
strategic visions, competitive environments and
organizational cultures” (Qi Wang et al ). The Economist
(2005) referred to the Higher education system in the
United States as “the best in the world” and attributed
this success not only to its wealth (ﬁnancial and
intellectual) but also to its relative independence from
the state, the competitive spirit that encompasses. et al.
(2008) had also found on the Based on the study of
European Universities, Aghion concluded that
“research performance was positively linked to the
degree of autonomy.” (Quoted in Salmi, p.28)

Macro Aspects
Research studies have established that on public
spending as well as performance- ranking are highly
correlated (Aghion et al. 2008). It has shown that level of
expenditures is one of the key determinants of
performance. Total spending on tertiary education
(public and private) represents 3.3 percent of GDP in the
United States while it is only 1.3 percent in the EU (25
countries). Per student spending is about US$54,000 in
the United States, compared with US$13,500 in the
European Union. Similarly, there are large spending
variations among European universities that are
correlated with the rankings results of the respective
countries. The United Kingdom and Switzerland have
relatively well-funded universities and achieve the
highest country scores in terms of rankings, while
universities from the Southern European countries,
including France and Germany, have lower ranking
scores associated with low levels of funding.(Aghion et
al. 2007)
Existence of world-class universities is found to depend
on the ability of the country to spend on R & D which in
turn depends on the level of economic development
(Marginson, 2012). In 2009, Korea spent 3.4% of its GDP
on R&D, Japan, 3.3%, Taiwan, 2.9% and Singapore, 2.4%.
Mainland China, where R&D spend was at 1.7% of GDP,
has plans to spend 2.5 % by 2020. At this level Chinese
R&D spend would match the US R&D spend in

Vol. 2 | No. 1 | April, 2016

quantitative terms. Marginson observed that there were
few world-class universities in countries with per capita
income of less than US$15,000 per year, with China being
the major exception. This also meant that poorer
countries lacked the capability to engage foreign
educated scholars in their universities thereby crippling
their ability to create world-class universities.
The key empirical ﬁndings, according to Times Higher
Education (2014), of the top 200 universities are:
Ÿ Has an annual income of $751,139 per academic
Ÿ Has a student to staﬀ ratio of 11.7:1
Ÿ Hires 20 per cent of its staﬀ from abroad
Ÿ Has a total research income of $229,109 per
academic
Ÿ Publishes 43 per cent of all its research papers
with at least one international co-author
Ÿ Has a student body made up of 19 per cent
international students

The Role of Leadership
Anot her critical input-feature for world-class
universities, according to literature, is presence of
“Inspiring and persistent leadership, a strong strategic
vision, a philosophy of success, and a culture of constant
reﬂection, organizational learning, and change”. (Salmi,
2009)
In conclusion it can be said that creation of world-class
university calls for creation internal and external
conditions that are complementary to each other in a
symbiotic way. This calls for astute strategy and
leadership. (Rouse & Garcia, 2004)

Building World-Class Universities:
The International Experience

If we track the history of the concept of world-class
university, we would ﬁnd USA in the lead. It was in USA
that the concept of modern research university emerged
through a marriage of the Anglo-Saxon Oxbridge
College with the German University system. The

25

OAKBROOK
BUSINESS REVIEW

American Universities have produced a large number of
products of modern day use; today American research
university is “gold-standard and competition among
nations to create world-class universities as good as
America's is intensifying……… OECD has raised
spending on higher education from 1.3 per cent in 2000
to 1.6 per cent in 2011……………What happened in
America then happened in Europe and Japan in the
1960s and 1970s, in South Korea in the 1980s and is now
happening the world over.” (Economist, 2015).
In Russia, President Vladimir Putin has set a mandate
ﬁve Russian Universities into top one hundred of the
Times Higher Education World University Rankings by
2020. In Japan, President Shinzo Abe has set a target of
Ten Japanese Universities among the world's top 100.
Such targets are being set by other countries too. (THES
Global Ltd, 2015; Altbach & Balán, 2007; Qi Wang, et al.,
2012; K.H. Mok and P. Hallinger, 2013). In response to
Shanghai rankings, China has launched project in 1998
called project 985 to improve the quality of education.
Germany launched its Exzellzinitiative in 2005, France
announced a program to create a “Sorbonne league”,
Russia started a project called 5-100 (to get 5 institutions
to the top 100), and Japan a program called “Super
Global Universities Program. (The Economist, March 28,
2015) We will review the strategies followed by some of
our neighbors.

Singapore wanted to make itself a hub for higher
education; to achieve this objective Singapore started
inviting world-class universities to set up Centers of
Excellence at Singapore. Leading Universities that have
established centers at Singapore include INSEAD
(Institut Européen d'Administration des Aﬀaires),
University of Chicago Graduate School of Business,
University of Pennsylvania's Wharton School,
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Technische
Universiteit Eindhoven, Technische University
Munchen, Georgia Institute of Technology and Johns
Hopkins University. Singapore has also been taking the
route of educational collaboration with highly reputed
universities in the West with the idea of oﬀering dual
degrees. (Ng & Tan, 2010).
In Hong Kong, on the other hand, the emphasis was
more on research, though Hong Kong has been
promoted as a regional hub for education. Hong Kong's
strategy included:
Ÿ

Emphasis on research performance, which has
been reﬂected in the research-led funding
formula adopted by the government (See: Mok
& Cheung, 2011)

Ÿ

Identifying speciﬁc strengths and developing
centers of research excellence

Ÿ

Research assessment exercises modeled on the
U K a p p r o a c h to m o n i to r i n g r e s e a r c h
performance

Ÿ

Diﬀerentiate in terms of role and mission

Ÿ

Pressures from the government to engage in
international research

Ÿ

Provide high quality teaching, and

Ÿ

Contribute to professional and community
services

Ÿ

Increasing the admissions quota for
government-funded places for non-local
students,

Ÿ High-impact publications.

Ÿ

Support measures such as hostel

(New Straits Times, 2012 quoted in Mok &
Hallinger, 2013)

Ÿ

Provision and scholarships, employmentrelated initiatives for non-local students, and

Ÿ

Relaxation of immigration control so as to
retain non-local students to stay and work in

Malaysia in 2004 set targets for its higher education to
reach university league tables: “to have at least three
universities in the top 100 and at least one in the top 50 by
the year 2020.” Their strategy included:
Ÿ Recruit more international students
Ÿ Aggressively promote the country as an
education hub.
Ÿ Increase in research and development
Ÿ International collaboration network, and
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Japan initiated 'Flagship Universities Project' aimed at
developing a few major Japanese universities into worldclass universities through funding. Strategy of Taiwan
envisaged setting targets and subsequently improving
infrastructure for research. (Mok & Hallinger, 2013)

Relaxation of immigration control so as to retain
non-local students to stay and work in Hong
Kong.

Ÿ

China’s project 211 has been seen as an attempt to
develop 100 key universities through supplementary
funding and the '985 scheme' aims to transform China's
elite universities to join the club of world's super elites.
The strategy included:
Ÿ Government directed changes
Ÿ

Resources provided by the government

Ÿ

Inviting Chinese scholars working in Western
University back to work in China

Ranking Criteria
Rankings of Universities published yearly are good
i n d i c a t o r s o f ( 1 ) st a n d i n g o f t h e u n i ve r s i t y
internationally, and (2) what makes them to be top class
or world-class university. A careful study of the process
of ranking will throw light on the critical factors that
help constitute a world-class university.

Other Ranking exercises too follow similar metrics and
methodology. The proportion of students a university
turns away during student acquisition is considered a good
indicator by many. This metric indicates the extent to which

a university can be choosy; it also points towards academic
reputation. (The Economist, “Rankings: Top of the Class,
“(Special Report), March 28, 2015).

Table-2: Costs and Beneﬁts of Strategic Approaches
Strategic approaches
Condi ons

Upgrading Exis ng
Ins tu ons

Merging Exis ng
Ins tu ons

Crea ng New Ins tu ons
Opportunity to select the best
(staﬀ and students); diﬃcul es in
admi ng top student to rela vely
less known ins tu ons; need to
build up research and teaching
tradi ons.

Ability to a ract
talent

Diﬃcult to renew staﬀ and
change the brand to a ract
top students

Opportunity to change
the leadership and to
a ract new staﬀ;
exis ng staﬀ may resist.

Costs

Less Expensive

Neutral

More expensive

Governance

Diﬃcult to change mode of
opera on within the same
regulatory framework

Opportunity to create appropriate
regulatory and incen ves
framework.

Ins tu onal Culture

Diﬃcult to transform from
within

More likely to work with
legal status diﬀerent
from that of exis ng
ins tu ons.
May be diﬃcult to
create a new iden ty out
of dis nct ins tu onal
cultures

Change Management

Major consulta on and
communica on campaign
with all stake-holders
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‘Norma ve’ approach to
educate all stakeholders
about expected norms
and ins tu onal culture.

Opportuni es to create a culture
of excellence.
‘Environmentally adap ve’
approach to communicate and
socially market the new
ins tu on.
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Generic Strategies for building World-Class
Universities
The Strategic Options:
The strategies available to the emerging economies in
taking their university education system to the world
class are one of the following:
Ÿ Identify and upgrade a select/small number
of existing universities towards world-class
universities (Transform Approach).
Ÿ Create a set of world-class universities from
scratch (Clean Slate Approach).
Ÿ Encourage a number of existing institutions to
merge and transform into a new world-class
university. (Hybrid approach)
The costs as well as beneﬁts of each of the above
strategies are given in the following table-2.
Diﬀerent countries have been following diﬀerent paths;
each has its own merits and suitability given the existing
environment in the country.

World-Class Universities: The Indian
Context
India's higher-education system has been described as
“a sea of mediocrity in which islands of excellence can be
found” (Altbach, 2004). In a seminal research on the
deterioration of academic standards among the Indian
universities, Raj Kumar (Raj Kumar, 2014) has explored
the causes for the institutionalization of mediocrity as
below:
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Ÿ

Lack of talent (inspiring teachers and
rigorous researchers)

Ÿ

Absence of vision and visionary leaders to

build institutions around societal needs.
Ÿ

Poor infrastructure at university campuses

Ÿ

Lack of motivation among faculty to perform

Ÿ

Inability to create an environment conducive
to research and publications

Ÿ

Absence of interdisciplinary programs

Ÿ

Lack of innovation in curriculum and course
design

Ÿ

Inadequate compensation for faculty

Ÿ

Poor faculty development initiatives

Ÿ

Poor governance structure

Ÿ

Poor system of monitoring and evaluation
(resulting in serious instances of
malpractices)

In the new millennia India has seen the launch of a
number of private universities. These private
universities have not changed the overall mediocre
performance of the Indian university system. In fact they
have only inherited the practices and patterns without
much of change. A colloquium held at IIM Ahmedabad,
had identiﬁed the root causes of the current scenario of
Indian university system to be connected with Academic
leadership, academic environment and infrastructure,
governance mechanisms, funding related issues, and
structural aspects (IIM Ahmedabad, 2007).
The author has attempted to benchmark the status of the
Indian university system vis-à-vis the various critical
parameters which are found to be representative of the
world-class institutions elsewhere in the world. The
results are tabulated below n Table-3. To conclude, elite
educational institutions in India too need to improve on
a number of points to reach world class university status.
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A rac ng Talent: Tea chers
A racts the best staﬀ & retains
them
Educa onal Environment
Provides a high quality and suppor ve research and
educa onal environment
Visionary Leaders
Has ﬁrst -class management team with strategic
vision and implementa on plans
Output
Produces graduates who end up in posi ons of
inﬂuence and/or power
(In a limited way)
Se ng own Agenda
Has conﬁdence to set own agenda (within the
regula on)
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World-class Departments
Do not have a number of worldClass departments
Building Research Strengths
Do not have a dis nc ve reputa on and focus
for research in “lead” subjects
Innova ve Ideas
Do not generate large number of innova ve
ideas
Do not produce basic and applied research in
abundance
Ground Breaking Research
Do not produce ground breaking research
output recognized by peers and prizes (Nobel
Prize Winners)
Interna onal Students
Cannot recruit staﬀ and students from
interna onal market (regulatory issues)
Do not a ract a high propor on of students
from overseas (regulatory issues)
Interna onal Market
Limited opera ons in the interna onal market
and interna onal ac vi es (research links,
student exchanges, and throughput of visitors of
interna onal standing)
Finances
Do not have abundant very sound ﬁnancial base
Do not have diversiﬁed sources of income
(Limited sources)
History of Superior Performance
Do not have a history of superior achievement
(young ins tu ons)
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Contribu ons to Society
Limited Contribu ons
Benchmarking
Limited bench marking with top universi es and
departments Worldwide
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