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University rankings in Nordic higher education: a scoping review
Seyedeh Golafrooz Ramezani and Jani Ursin

Finnish Institute for Educational Research, University of Jyväskylä, Jyväskylä, Finland

ABSTRACT
In response to global competition in higher education, university rankings
have been developed. These have been interpreted as indicating the
regions and countries with the most prestigious and competitive higher
education institutions. The rankings are viewed as important in many
countries, but their role is ambiguous and contested in the Nordic
region. This study aimed to analyse how rankings were addressed in
research literature in the Nordic countries between 2003 and 2022. Both
peer-reviewed studies and ‘grey’ (unpublished) literature were analysed
via a scoping review methodology, encompassing 86 studies in total.
The review identified five research themes pertaining to university
rankings, touching on universities’ structural and governance reforms,
educational affairs, funding and finances, research policies, and
internationalization. The study also investigated the changes over time
in the themes addressed in rankings-related discourse in the Nordic
countries. Most of the studies were conceptual in nature and were
conducted via qualitative methods.
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Introduction

Governments habitually seek to answer the question, ‘What can be done to improve our nation’s
performance?’ (Marginson, 2009, p. 591). Higher education (HE) is seen as playing a vital role in
building competitive advantage. Even a single higher education institution (HEI) in a ranking
can help to enhance institutional visibility in the international arena, especially in emerging econ-
omies with institutions positioned lower in the rankings. A country, region, or city that is ranked
highly in a global ranking can enhance its potential as a knowledge hub and increase its appeal
(Hazelkorn, 2014).

University rankings are now a worldwide phenomenon, caused and influenced by the globaliza-
tion of HE (OECD, 2009). There are a variety of ranking procedures, ostensibly intended to increase
transparency, and these have had a considerable impact on HE systems, individual institutions, and
professional career paths. At the same time, they have covertly introduced a competitive market
into HE (Nixon, 2020). Rankings can assist high-achieving students, especially international gradu-
ate students, in shortlisting their university choices; they may also serve as an important factor in
influencing investment decisions, partnerships, and the recruitment of employees. Rankings also
help other HEIs in identifying potential partners, assessing membership of international networks
and organizations, and benchmarking (Hazelkorn, 2014).
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There are several major global rankings in HE, the best-known and most influential of which are
the Academic Ranking of World Universities (ARWU), Times Higher Education World University
Rankings (THE), and Quacquarelli Symonds World University Rankings (QS). The rankings are
primarily based on research-related indicators. For ARWU, research amounts to 100%, of the indi-
cators applied; for THE the figure is 85%, and for QS 70% (alongside other internationalization and
reputation indicators in the latter two cases) (Hazelkorn, 2014; Loukkola, 2016; Yeo, 2018). Over
the years, the United Kingdom and the United States have been consistently ranked as the top pro-
ducers of scientific publications in the world (Bégin-Caouette, 2020), and HEIs from these two
countries typically occupy the top positions in university rankings.

Although global rankings are likely to trigger powerful incentives, there may be some downsides.
All ranking systems are incomplete in their ability to describe the realities of HEIs (OECD, 2009).
Rankings provide a quantitative and popular means of benchmarking universities on a national,
regional, and global basis. Nevertheless, a number of social, ethical, and methodological concerns
and anomalies exist regarding the league tables of HEIs (Shahjahan et al., 2022). These include,
notably, the fact that different ranking systems are associated with different notions of what con-
stitutes quality in higher education, as well as the possibility that rankings may redirect attention
from the central purposes and missions of higher education (Marginson, 2007).

In Europe, as elsewhere, rankings now form an element in formal policies at institutional,
national, and regional levels. Two policy lines have shaped the ranking debate in the European con-
text. The Bologna process resulted in the creation of the European Higher Education Area (EHEA),
and the European Union’s (EU) ambition to enhance Europe’s competitiveness through knowledge
and skills. This aim includes both educational initiatives and significant investments in research
through the development of the European Research Area (ERA). U-Multirank, which is generally
regarded as the European response to global rankings, has received special attention (Loukkola,
2016). In any case, in addition to being committed to European goals, the governments of EUmem-
ber states implement European HE policies because they consider these policies to be effective tools
in addressing the challenges resulting from globalization (Litjens, 2005).

The Nordic countries (Denmark, Finland, Norway, Sweden, and Iceland) have experienced the
effects of Europeanization and of the Bologna Process (Schmidt, 2009), even if Iceland and Norway
are not EU member states. Higher education in this region is characterized by an emphasis on ega-
litarian values, including open access to HE and equality of opportunity (Sørensen et al., 2019). It is
of particular interest to examine issues related to the global excellence and competition agenda in
the Nordic region, as these issues have undoubtedly entered public debate, and in the context of
increasing globalization the Nordic countries have been seen as having ‘slow mover’ characteristics
(Poutanen, 2022).

Nordic higher education places a high priority on excellence and quality. Although there are
potential tensions between excellence and egalitarian values in the Nordic countries, the value
domain has appeared to cushion some of the incompatibilities (Elken et al., 2016b). However, little
research has been conducted on the role and relevance of university rankings inNordicHE. In a com-
parative study conducted by Elken et al. (2016a) the authors found that global university rankings in
the Nordic region do appear to have had a modest impact on the identities of HEIs. According to
Elken et al. (2016b), all of the case institutions in their study performed reasonably well in the rank-
ings but were some ways from occupying the highest positions (in either ARWU or THE). Thus, to
take an example, although in global rankings Finland is ranked highly in terms of primary school edu-
cation in the OECD’s Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) and in technology
development and innovation capability, no Finnish university has been ranked among the world’s
most prestigious universities (Aula & Siltaoja, 2021). It is therefore important to explore the role
of university rankings in Nordic HE more precisely by mapping the relevant scientific literature
onto the Nordic countries in question. With this aim in view, the present study sought to analyse
studies touching on university rankings, conducted in the Nordic countries between 2003 and
2022. The more specific research questions were:
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(1) What are the key themes of current research on university rankings in the Nordic countries,
and how have these themes varied over time?

(2) What types of evidence are used in studies on university rankings in the Nordic countries?

This study’s contribution is twofold. Firstly, it fills a significant gap in the existing body of litera-
ture on university rankings, which has largely overlooked the unique experiences and strategies of
Nordic countries. Secondly, our study uncovers the dynamic evolution of discourse on rankings,
revealing not just static themes but the changing trends and shifts over time. This longitudinal per-
spective is relatively rare in ranking studies but essential to fully understand the ongoing impact of
rankings on higher education systems.

The practical implications of our research are manifold. For policymakers, our study offers a rich
understanding of the ranking-led changes in governance, funding, education, research, and inter-
nationalization strategies that could inform future policy decisions. Practitioners, including univer-
sity leaders and administrators, could draw from our insights to navigate the complexities of global
performance indicators and make strategic decisions. For researchers, our study not only presents
an exhaustive review of the literature but also highlights the evolving discourse and areas of further
investigation. Additionally, by examining the Nordic experience, we provide a valuable regional
perspective, informing discussions about the implications of global ranking systems on different
higher education systems. Finally, our study helps to illuminate the potential future trajectory of
higher education in the Nordic region, given its historical responses to global rankings. It allows
stakeholders to anticipate future trends and developments, ultimately contributing to the shaping
of a more resilient and adaptable higher education system in the face of global challenges.

Materials and methods

To address the research questions, we conducted a scoping review. Scoping reviews generally
encompass a broad spectrum of topics and may use a variety of study designs. They are less likely
to address specific research questions or to evaluate the quality of studies in the manner of a sys-
tematic review (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005). There can be various reasons to undertake a scoping
study. In our case, we wished to investigate the range of studies published on university rankings
in the Nordic countries, in order to identify the scope and nature of the research activity in the field.
Furthermore, the scoping could potentially serve as a summary of research findings in the field.
Using Arksey and O’Malley’s (2005, p. 22) approach, the scoping review was conducted via the fol-
lowing steps:

Study selection stage: We included only studies published between 2003 and July 2022. The start-
ing date of 2003 was chosen because the first global ranking of universities was developed in 2003 by
Shanghai (ARWU), and the annual Times Higher World University Rankings (THE) were
launched in 2004, accompanied by a joint edition in collaboration with QS. If a study was published,
for example, in 2015 but its data pertained to a period prior to 2003, it was excluded. The search
language was English. Studies could be both published and unpublished (the latter being referred
to as ‘grey’ literature). Studies were not excluded on the basis of geographical location as long as the
study was about the Nordic countries (i.e., Finland, Norway, Denmark, Sweden, and Iceland).

The articles used were from high-quality journals (Q1 and Q2) on the basis of their Scimago
Journal and Country Rank. Peer-reviewed journal articles and books were examined. In evaluating
the relevance of the books, each chapter was examined, but the study included only the chapter(s)
that pertained to the scope of this review. The studies were from various disciplinary and methodo-
logical traditions.

Identifying relevant studies: As already indicated, the idea of scoping the field is to be as compre-
hensive as possible in identifying suitable studies (published and unpublished) and reviews. To
achieve this, we sought research evidence via different sources: Scopus, Web of Science, ERIC, Pro-
Quest, ScienceDirect, JSTOR, Taylor & Francis, SAGE, EBSCOhost, Springer, Google Scholar (in
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which saturation was reached after 50 pages of reviewing), and ResearchGate. Academia.com and
Google.com were also used. Initially, key concepts such as ‘ranking’ AND ‘Nordic countries’ AND
‘higher education’ were searched for. Synonyms, abbreviations, and new keywords were added or
redefined in the string by conducting more research, considering the early results. The search string
was tested and refined using repeated scoping searches. The search strategy was ultimately finalized
in such a way that it used every string separately or in combination. Strings were used for each of the
above-mentioned databases. In a few cases, we contacted researchers or organizations via, for
example, Research Gate or LinkedIn, in order to identify unpublished work or sources that we
could not find in the databases. On the basis of the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews
and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) statement (Liberati et al., 2009), a reliable and valid appraisal of the
evidence base was created (Figure 1).

We developed a charting approach similar to a narrative review (Pawson, 2002, p. 171), which
includes information about the ‘process’ of the review so that the ‘outcome’ is understandable. None-
theless, the ‘descriptive-analytical’method within the narrative tradition (involving the application of
a common analytical framework to all primary research reports and the collection of standard infor-
mation on each study) remained valid. The data that we charted were entered onto a ‘data charting
form’ using the Zotero database program. These data formed the basis of the analysis. Ultimately, 86
studies dealing with university rankings in the Nordic region were identified. Of these, 69 were peer-
reviewed articles, 13 were book chapters, 3 were theses, and one was an international conference

Figure 1. PRISMA flow diagram for the study selection.

4 S. G. RAMEZANI AND J. URSIN



paper. In order to identify the themes and topics relating to university rankings in our data we
employed qualitative content analysis in which similar notions were coded under content categories.

Findings

Time period, source locations, and target locations

The earliest item in our scoping review was from 2004, while 86 studies referring to university rank-
ings in Nordic HE were published up to 2022. The numbers of studies within the 18-year timeline
suggest that between 2004 and 2010, university rankings in the Nordic region received little atten-
tion. Between 2011 and 2016 the number of studies was considerably greater, culminating between
2017 and 2022 (Table 1). In terms of the source locations, the greatest single group of studies (n =
34) consisted of those conducted in Finland alone. In terms of target locations, a fairly large number
of studies (n = 43) were on a combination of at least two Nordic countries, followed by studies on
Finland alone (n = 27).

Themes and topics

A wide range of topics and themes relating broadly to university rankings were represented in the
studies in our data. Nonetheless, some themes were more dominant than others (Table 2).

Most of the studies on university rankings in our review related to the structural and governance
reforms of universities. The studies under this theme focused on reforms both at the system level
(macro policies) and institutional level (meso policies). The greatest number of studies under
this theme involved Finland’s higher education (n = 22) and the smallest number were on Danish
higher education (n = 4). The common objects of the studies at the system level were the adoption of

Table 1. Time periods, source location(s), and target location(s) of the studies.

Year(s) Source location(s) Target location(s) Total

2004 Sweden (1) Nordic Countries (1) 1
2005–2010 Finland (3),

Sweden (1),
Norway (3),
Denmark (1)
USA (1)

Finland (2),
Nordic Countries (4)
Sweden (1),
Norway (2)

9

2011–2016 Finland (15),
Sweden (4)
UK (1),
Denmark (1)
Finland & Sweden (1)
Research Joint Nordic Countries (1)
Netherlands (1),
Norway (3)

Finland (11),
Sweden (2)
Nordic Countries (9)
Denmark, Norway & Sweden (1)
Including Nordic Countries (2)
Denmark (1)
Norway, Sweden & Finland (1)

28

2017–2022 Sweden (7),
Norway (5)
Research Joint Nordic Countries (8)
Canada & Denmark (1)
Finland (16),
Canada (1)
Denmark (2),
Luxembourg (1)
Denmark & Norway (1)
China & United States (1)
Norway & Finland (1)
Unknown (2),
UK (1)
Iceland (1),
Portugal (1)

Sweden & Finland (1)
Nordic Countries (21)
Finland (14),
Sweden (5)
Denmark & Sweden (1)
Norway (3)
Including Nordic countries (1)
Including Norway, Sweden, Finland (1),
Denmark (1)
Finland and Portugal (1)

49

2004–2022 N = 86
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neo-liberal policies and strategic plans to utilize rankings (thereby pursuing the status of a world-
class university), structural changes to promote excellence and global competitiveness, and efforts
by national governments to shift the paradigm from cooperation to competition and to promote
market-like efficiency and structures (Aula & Siltaoja, 2021; Lundin & Geschwind, 2023; Thun,
2020; Tervasmäki et al., 2020; Nikkola & Tervasmäki, 2022; Li, 2020; Hansen et al., 2019; Sørensen
et al., 2019; Geschwind et al., 2019a; Pinheiro et al., 2014; Pinheiro et al., 2019; Dovemark et al.,
2018, p. 408; Liu et al., 2018; Ursin, 2017; Tienari et al., 2016; Kauppinen & Kaidesoja, 2014;
Jauhiainen et al., 2015; Välimaa et al., 2014; Wiborg, 2013; Hallonsten & Silander, 2012; Musiał,
2010; Schmidt, 2009; Jauhiainen et al., 2009; Keskinen & Silius, 2006; Häyrinen-Alestalo & Peltola,
2006).

At the institutional level, the structural/governance studies dealt with topics such as shifts in
institutional governance policy towards the principle of quasi-market accountability, formalizing
external stakeholders within the governance of HE, changes in leadership and management struc-
tures, and professional mechanisms allowing new forms of evaluation (Schnurbus & Edvardsson,
2022; Jokila, 2020; Tapanila et al., 2020; Jalava, 2013; Nokkala & Bladh, 2014).

The literature review indicates a direct correlation between Nordic universities’ system and insti-
tutional governance reforms and their attempts to elevate their positions in global rankings. These
reforms vary from increased autonomy to implementing new evaluation and accountability pro-
cedures. Pinheiro and Berg (2017) and Musiał (2010) provide evidence of a transition from tra-
ditional forms of governance towards structures emphasizing market-like efficiency over time,
reflecting changes in the discourse around rankings. Accordingly, in a pursuit to climb global rank-
ings, Finland revamped its university governance, shifting from state-run entities to autonomous
institutions, leveraging academic capitalism and strategic performance measures (Keskinen & Silius,
2006; Schmidt, 2009; Jalava, 2013; Kauppinen & Kaidesoja, 2014; Tienari et al., 2016; Sørensen et al.,
2019; Tervasmäki et al., 2020; Aula & Siltaoja, 2021). Norway implemented similar changes, afford-
ing universities greater autonomy (Musiał, 2010; Lind et al., 2019; Geschwind et al. 2019b; Hansen
et al., 2019; Pinheiro et al., 2019). Meanwhile, Denmark underscored the importance of quality assur-
ance (Hansen et al., 2019; Pinheiro et al., 2019; Schmidt, 2009), while Sweden shifted towards more
managerial governance models, prioritizing efficiency and performance (Hallonsten & Silander,
2012; Hansen et al., 2019; Lundin & Geschwind, 2023; Pinheiro et al., 2019; Schmidt, 2009).

Themes concerned with funding and finances and themes related to educational affairs (with a
concern for university rankings) were the second most typical themes in our data (n = 26 for both
themes). The focus on funding involved topics such as diversifying funding, including competition-
based funding, and commercializing results from research and development as a means of promot-
ing the excellence of the university. Furthermore, performance-based university structures and stra-
tegic changes in university funding were common topics under this theme (Griffin, 2022; Aula &
Siltaoja, 2021; Jokila, 2020; Hansen et al., 2019; Geschwind et al., 2019a; Pinheiro et al., 2019; Jokila
et al., 2019; Sørensen et al., 2019; Ursin, 2017; Kristensen & Karlsen, 2018; Elken et al., 2016b; Kaup-
pinen & Kaidesoja, 2014; Nokkala & Bladh, 2014; Jalava, 2013; Hallonsten & Silander, 2012; Musiał,
2010; Schmidt, 2009; Keskinen & Silius, 2006). The greatest number of studies on funding and
finances related to Finland’s higher education system (n = 10), and to a combined Nordic perspec-
tive (n = 9).

Table 2. Themes by target location(s).

Theme Denmark Finland Norway Sweden Combined Nordic perspective Total

Structural and governance issues 4 22 9 8 15 58
Funding and finances 2 10 2 3 9 26
Educational affairs 3 7 2 6 8 26
Research policies 1 5 2 3 10 21
Internationalization 1 6 2 2 2 13
In total 11 50 17 22 44 144

Note: Different themes could arise within the same article; hence, the total number of observations amounts to more than 86.
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Changes in funding structures and sources in Nordic countries, often motivated by an aspiration
to enhance global ranking, are clearly evident in the literature reviewed. Schmidt (2009) and Griffin
(2022) underscore how funding, based on performance indicators and heightened competition, has
profoundly influenced university rankings. Over time, the transition towards more output-
oriented, competitive funding mirrors the evolution in ranking discourse. Specifically, Finland
has seen a shift towards performance-based funding, with an emphasis on diversifying funding
sources (Hansen et al., 2019; Jokila et al., 2019; Jokila, 2020; Aula & Siltaoja, 2021). Norway has
also experienced a transition towards performance-based funding, while Denmark has introduced
more competitive funding mechanisms (Hansen et al., 2019; Pinheiro et al., 2019). In Sweden, there
has been a push towards a larger proportion of private revenue and competitive research funding
(Hallonsten & Silander, 2012; Hansen et al., 2019; Pinheiro et al., 2019).

Educational affairs related to university rankings broadly refers to having university educational
procedures oriented towards developing students’ intercultural competencies, and to deepening the
research component. Many of the studies focused on the recruitment of students from a wide var-
iety of social, cultural, and educational backgrounds, and on expanding the university’s language
policies (all these in conjunction with market-led education reforms). The majority of the topics
dealing with educational affairs related to a Finnish (n = 7), Swedish (n = 6), or combined Nordic
(n = 8) perspective (Tange & Jæger, 2021; Lundin & Geschwind, 2023; Niska, 2021; Jokila, 2020;
Jokila et al., 2019; Roumbanis, 2019; Pinheiro et al., 2019; Hansen et al., 2019; Sørensen et al.,
2019; Airey et al., 2017; Wiers-Jenssen, 2019; Hellekjær & Fairway, 2015; Hultgren, 2014; Wiborg,
2013; Schmidt, 2009; Barabasch, 2009; Saarinen, 2012).

The adoption of market-led education reforms, language policies, and diverse recruitment strat-
egies in Nordic countries has direct implications for university rankings. These strategies, largely
driven by global trends, have evolved over time in response to the changing criteria and metrics
of rankings. For example, Barabasch (2009) and Wiborg (2013) highlight how the shift towards
English-language instruction and the expansion of university language policies have directly
increased the international appeal, and consequently, the global rankings of these universities.
The literature offers a variety of evidence, including policy analyses and statistical data, to support
these claims.

In all four countries, the drive to increase the quality of education and the number of graduates,
in order to enhance their standing in international tables, is clearly influenced by the rankings. In
Finland, for instance, there has been a policy emphasis on study credits and the number of degrees
granted (Jokila et al., 2019; Jokila, 2020; Sørensen et al., 2019; Niska, 2021). Similarly, Norway has
also focused on increasing the number of completed degrees (Hansen et al., 2019; Wiers-Jenssen,
2019). Denmark has prioritized improving the quality of education, implementing reforms
aimed at enhancing the quality of teaching, and ensuring that students complete their studies within
the standard study period (Hultgren, 2014; Hansen et al., 2019; Tange & Jæger, 2021). Sweden, con-
versely, has implemented the Bologna Process, which includes measures to improve the compar-
ability of degrees across Europe, in order to boost its standing in the rankings (Lundin &
Geschwind, 2023; Roumbanis, 2019; Schmidt, 2009).

Research policies, as related to university rankings, refers to a stronger focus on research in uni-
versities and to more publications in international scientific journals, seeking thus to showcase
both the quality and volume of research results. The reviewed studies focused on many activities
by which universities had taken steps to achieve this goal. These included, for example, organizing
strategic priorities tightly within a research excellence framework, plus policies to expand doc-
toral graduation rates and the number of postdoctoral fellowships. The aims here included an
increase in the capacity for producing new knowledge, the creation of international networks
for academic research production, a more market-oriented approach towards research activities,
and efforts to publish in indexed journals (Verbytska & Kholiavko, 2020; Bégin-Caouette et al.,
2020; Pinheiro et al., 2019; Hansen et al., 2019; Morphew et al., 2018; Zapp et al., 2018; Kristen-
sen & Karlsen, 2018; Bégin-Caouette, 2017; Schriber, 2016; Elken et al., 2016b; Kauppinen &
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Kaidesoja, 2014; Kivinen et al., 2013; Hallonsten & Silander, 2012; Kivinen & Hedman, 2008; Kes-
kinen & Silius, 2006).

Research policies and activities in Nordic universities have been significantly influenced by the
ambition to elevate their positions in global rankings. For example, Kristensen & Karlsen (2018)
and Pinheiro et al. (2019) illustrate how an increased emphasis on research output, specifically
in high-impact journals, and the establishment of centers of excellence have been direct responses
to the criteria set by these rankings. Over time, the focus has shifted from the quantity to the quality
of research, mirroring changes in the discourse around rankings. Finland (Kauppinen & Kaidesoja,
2014; Elken et al. 2016a; Verbytska & Kholiavko, 2020) and Norway (Hansen et al., 2019; Zapp et al.,
2018) have implemented policies emphasizing the number of scientific publications and research
impact. Denmark has also prioritized the quality and impact of research but has added a focus
on research collaborations and networks (Hansen et al., 2019). Like its Nordic counterparts, Sweden
has put in place strategies to boost its research output, with a concentrated effort on high-quality
research and international collaborations (Hallonsten & Silander, 2012; Benner & Sörlin, 2007;
Roumbanis, 2019; Hansen et al., 2019).

Internationalization policies constituted the final theme identified in the analysis. Relatively few
studies (n = 13) were conducted on this theme. The theme refers to enhancing educational exports
and establishing internationalization strategies in HEIs, the aim being to score well in the rankings
(in which internationalization and reputation form key indicators). The topics in our review related
to the shifting of rationales from a more traditional approach towards a new and more integrated
entity; this would encompass the internationalization of research and education, student and staff
mobility, international agreements, and international networks and partnerships (Himanen &
Puuska, 2022; Tange & Jæger, 2021; Lundin & Geschwind, 2023; Jokila, 2020; Pinheiro et al.,
2019; Jokila et al., 2019; Wiers-Jenssen, 2019; Kristensen & Karlsen, 2018; Christensen & Gornitzka,
2017; Elken et al., 2016a, 2016b; Kivinen et al., 2015; Kauppinen & Kaidesoja, 2014; Saarinen, 2012;
Barabasch, 2009; Benner & Sörlin, 2007; Smeby & Trondal, 2005).

Rankings have played a pivotal role in shaping internationalization strategies and research pol-
icies across the Nordic region. Finland, for instance, adopted a commercial tuition fee policy for
non-EU/EEC students, focused on increasing the number of international students and staff, and
implemented policies focusing on the number of scientific publications and the impact of research.
Norway also prioritized attracting international students and staff, adopted English as the language
of instruction in many programs (Smeby & Trondal, 2005; Wiers-Jenssen, 2019) and implemented
similar research policies to Finland (Kauppinen & Kaidesoja, 2014; Elken et al. 2016b; Pinheiro
et al., 2019; Jokila et al., 2019; Jokila 2020). Denmark echoed these strategies with policies aimed
at attracting international students and staff, fostering international research collaborations, and
emphasizing the quality and impact of research (Tange & Jæger, 2021). Sweden likewise increased
its emphasis on internationalization and research output, focusing on English-taught programs,
recruiting a larger international student body, and encouraging high-quality research and inter-
national collaborations (Lundin & Geschwind, 2023; Pinheiro et al., 2019).

In sum, this analysis suggests that changes in Nordic universities’ educational, research, interna-
tionalization, funding, and governance strategies over time have been largely driven by the desire to
improve positions in global rankings. The types of evidence used to support these observations in the
literature have also varied over time and across themes, reflecting changes in ranking criteria and dis-
course. This deeper, more dynamic analysis of the themes identified in the scoping review offers a
more nuanced understanding of the relationship between these strategies and university rankings.

Changes in the rankings-related discourse in the Nordic countries over time

As evidenced in our review, between 2004 and 2010, academic discourse on rankings in Nordic
higher education exhibited a growing interest in the use of rankings as a tool to enhance inter-
national competitiveness. There was a strong emphasis on improving the global visibility and
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reputation of Nordic institutions, with the intention of attracting international students, research-
ers, and funding. Universities sought to benchmark themselves against prestigious institutions
worldwide and improve their rankings. Strategies such as investing in research excellence, recruit-
ing internationally renowned faculty, and increasing the publication output were commonly pur-
sued to improve ranking scores. In addition, strategies such as implementing tuition fees for
international students were considered likely to generate additional revenue and improve the finan-
cial sustainability of universities (Engwall, 2004; Häyrinen-Alestalo & Peltola, 2006; Keskinen &
Silius, 2006; Benner & Sörlin, 2007; Aksnes et al., 2008; Schmidt, 2009; Jauhiainen et al., 2009; Bar-
abasch, 2009; Wæraas & Solbakk, 2009).

Based on our review from 2011 to 2016, the discourse on rankings in the Nordic countries began
to evolve. While rankings continued to be acknowledged as a measure of institutional performance,
there was an increasing recognition of the limitations and potential drawbacks of relying solely on
rankings for decision-making. There was a growing concern that rankings might oversimplify the
complex nature of higher education institutions and fail to capture their diverse missions and con-
tributions to society. Discussions revolved around the need for a more nuanced understanding of
rankings and their impact on academic values, institutional strategies, and research priorities. In
addition, attention was paid to the need to balance the pursuit of internationalization with the pres-
ervation of academic autonomy and promotion of high-quality research and education. Universities
grappled with the question of how much weight to give to rankings in decision-making (Aula &
Tienari, 2011; Xia et al., 2012; Saarinen, 2012; Hallonsten & Silander, 2012; Nikunen, 2012; Kivinen
et al., 2013; Ylijoki & Ursin, 2013; Wiborg, 2013; Kivinen et al., 2013; Jalava, 2013; Hultgren, 2014;
Nokkala & Bladh, 2014; Välimaa et al., 2014; Pinheiro et al., 2014; Engwall, 2014; Kauppinen & Kai-
desoja, 2014; Marca Wolfensberger, 2015; Jauhiainen et al., 2015; Kivinen et al., 2015; Lundahl,
2016; Schriber, 2016; Luoma et al., 2016; Antikainen, 2016; Elken et al., 2016a; Elken et al.,
2016b; Piro & Sivertsen, 2016; Tienari et al., 2016).

During the period from 2017 to 2022, the discourse on rankings in the Nordic countries wit-
nessed further expansion, encompassing a critical examination of the methodologies and criteria
employed in rankings. This led to a heightened awareness of the potential biases and limitations
inherent in ranking systems, particularly their heavy reliance on bibliometric indicators and
their capacity to perpetuate inequalities. Furthermore, along with the concern for internationaliza-
tion and competitiveness, more attention was paid to rankings in relation to sustainability, equality,
diversity, and the overall societal impact. Universities and policymakers increasingly emphasized
the importance of adopting an approach that would take into account multiple dimensions of insti-
tutional quality, such as teaching and learning, societal impact, and engagement with external sta-
keholders. In response, efforts were made to develop alternative or complementary assessment
frameworks that would extend beyond rankings and offer a more comprehensive understanding
of higher education institutions. Recognizing their role in tackling global challenges, universities
also sought to align their activities with the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals.
The central themes that emerged during this period included interdisciplinary collaboration,
engagement with external stakeholders, and a focus on generating meaningful societal impact. Fur-
thermore, in response to the need to address issues of equality, diversity, and inclusion, efforts were
made to promote more equitable opportunities for underrepresented groups in academia (Hellstén,
2017; Christensen & Gornitzka, 2017; Airey et al., 2017; Pinheiro & Berg, 2017; Bégin-Caouette
et al., 2017; Ursin, 2017; Siekkinen et al., 2017; Göransson, 2017; Bégin-Caouette, 2017; Young
et al., 2017; Wang, 2017; Yeo, 2018; Dovemark et al., 2018; Zapp et al., 2018; Kristensen & Karlsen,
2018; Angervall & Beach, 2018; Morphew et al., 2018; Liu et al., 2018; Isopahkala-Bouret et al., 2018;
Sørensen et al., 2019; Hansen et al., 2019; Geschwind et al., 2019b; Söderlind et al., 2019; Pinheiro
et al., 2019; Roumbanis, 2019; Wiers-Jenssen, 2019; Geschwind et al., 2019a, 2019b; Kohvakka et al.,
2019; Lind et al., 2019; Jokila et al., 2019; Bégin-Caouette et al., 2020; Jokila, 2020; Tervasmäki et al.,
2020; Tapanila et al., 2020; Thun, 2020; Angervall & Beach, 2020; Li, 2020; Erkkilä et al., 2020; Lun-
din & Geschwind, 2023; Niska, 2021; Tange & Jæger, 2021; Aula & Siltaoja, 2021; Schnurbus &
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Edvardsson, 2022; Diogo & Carvalho, 2022; Griffin, 2022; Nikkola & Tervasmäki, 2022; Poutanen,
2022; Himanen & Puuska, 2022).

Methods and data sources used in the studies

The studies reviewed were in large measure qualitative in nature (50%). Quantitative and mixed
methods studies composed respectively 13% and 7% of the studies in our scope. In addition,
there were conceptual articles (18%) and book chapters (12%). Most of the qualitative studies
focused on a variety of university documents (such as universities’ strategies and legislations,
research and funding documents) and on various policy documents (e.g., key government
strategies).

A somewhat lesser number of studies took the form of conceptual studies. In our scoping review,
26 conceptual papers (16 articles and 10 book chapters) were published. By contrast, 11 publications
in total (out of 86) utilized a quantitative approach. These latter studies typically used bibliometric
data, surveys, and statistics as materials.

A few mixed-method studies (9 publications) were conducted. These studies utilized a combi-
nation of transcripts and questionnaires (Bégin-Caouette et al., 2020), interviews and surveys
(Lind et al., 2019), databases, questionnaires, and interviews (Geschwind et al., 2019a; Bégin-Caou-
ette, 2017; Bégin-Caouette et al., 2017), as well as policy texts, surveys, and interviews (Hellstén,
2017).

Discussion and conclusions

Themes, locations, and trends

We analysed studies on university rankings published in the Nordic countries between 2003 and
2022. Applying a scoping review methodology, we found 86 relevant studies in English. We ident-
ified five themes in the studies, namely, universities’ structural and governance reforms, changing
funding and finances, educational affairs, research policies, and internationalization. These themes
were often intertwined in the texts.

A large proportion of the studies concentrated on policies, strategies, and activities relating to
universities’ structural and governance reforms, in which the aim was to achieve the status of a
world-class university in a competitive environment. Somewhat less prominent than the struc-
tural and governance reform theme were themes dealing with educational affairs, and with fund-
ing and finances. The themes of research policies and internationalization – despite being
important criteria in ARWU, THE, and QS – received less attention in the studies included
in our review.

In addressing our research questions, we also charted data on study source location(s), target
location(s), and methods. As regards the target locations, we found that the majority of the studies
(43 out of 86) related to a combination of Nordic countries; thereafter, they followed the order Finland,
Sweden, Norway, and Denmark. In our data, there were no studies on Iceland. Finland provided the
largest overall number of studies, and Finland was also the most frequent individual target country.
This observation suggests a need for more research from individual Nordic countries other than Fin-
land in order to gain a better overall picture of the role of university rankings in the Nordic region.

Our findings also indicate that qualitative studies seem to be increasingly popular in investi-
gating university rankings. Most of the qualitative studies related to only one or two data sources,
which might create a bias regarding the strategies and activities observed. Only a few mixed-method
studies were present in our data. This could indicate a need for more diverse perspectives in uni-
versity-ranking studies.

The findings indicate that Finland and Sweden are moving more towards global HEmarkets, and
that many structural reforms have been carried out. By contrast, Denmark has taken a step in the
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opposite direction since August 2018, having recently adopted more nationally oriented anti-inter-
nationalization policies, involving a reduction in the number of English-medium courses (Tange &
Jæger,, 2021). Such a policy may indicate a desire to pay less attention to global rankings in the
future. It would therefore be useful to have studies on the adoption of such policies and their
effects on Denmark’s international position. It was also notable that among the Scandinavian
countries, Norway appears to be the country most reluctant to pursue a market-oriented policy.
Norway thus emerges as an eager defender of the traditional welfare state, and of a comprehensive
education organization (Wiborg, 2013).

Our analysis of the changes in the themes addressed within ranking-related discourse from 2004
to 2022 indicated a shift from a narrow focus on international competitiveness towards a more
nuanced and critical perspective. While rankings continued to be considered, there was greater
emphasis on the limitations and potential unintended consequences of relying solely on rankings
for decision-making. The discussions evolved towards a broader understanding of institutional
quality, encompassing diverse dimensions of higher education excellence, including the societal
role of universities.

Limitations, and implications for the future

This review can be seen as a springboard for innovative approaches to researching university rank-
ings in the Nordic context. However, the study has limitations, insofar as some studies relevant to
this article may have been overlooked, despite our systematic review of several databases. In
addition, some of the contextual richness, diversity, and variation between the studies can be
obscured by the syntheses applied in this scoping review. Future reviews could address this limit-
ation by focusing more on variety and less on the pure abundance of data.

It should be noted that our review included only studies published in English. This might in part
explain why studies on Finland were so dominant. Finnish differs greatly from the other Scandina-
vian languages; it is therefore the norm in Finland to publish in English if one is addressing Scan-
dinavian audiences. By contrast, the other Scandinavian countries can understand each other’s
languages. Future studies should include published studies in all the indigenous Nordic languages,
in order to expand the notion of regional geographical clusters, with the possibility also of identify-
ing some unreviewed topics.

The reviewed studies suggested that the Nordic region has taken many measures in attempts to
meet the global ranking criteria. Nonetheless, some gaps can be identified. The studies did not
investigate, for example, how effective the policy changes have been in Nordic HE systems; nor
did the studies pay attention to the longer-term implications, or to whether the changes
implemented have in fact been reflected in higher university rankings.

Achieving the status of a world-class university may well require significant institutional trans-
formation. This can involve the restructuring of governance systems, with new policies and strategic
initiatives. Researchers may have focused more on these areas because they are seen as crucial for
improving institutional performance and competitiveness in the rankings. The emphasis on struc-
tural and governance reforms may also have been influenced by the policies set by governments or
higher education authorities in the Nordic countries. A strong policy emphasis on institutional
reform or on the pursuit of world-class status may have shaped the research agenda, leading to
more studies in this area.

It is interesting that research policies and internationalization have been important criteria in
global rankings such as ARWU, THE, and QS, but received less attention in the studies analysed.
This could indicate a discrepancy between the emphases in the rankings and scholars’ research pri-
orities in the Nordic countries. It is possible that regional researchers have had different foci or have
regarded other factors as more influential in shaping institutional performance or higher education
development. The actual reasons for the observed pattern would require further investigation,
including interviews with researchers or an analysis of funding patterns.

SCANDINAVIAN JOURNAL OF EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH 11



Looking to the future, it can be expected that Nordic universities will continue to navigate amid
the tensions between academic values and market-driven demands. The balance between maintain-
ing academic autonomy and meeting external expectations, which involve rankings, will remain
challenging. Internationalization will continue to be a priority, with a focus on attracting talented
students and researchers worldwide. Furthermore, the issues of equality, diversity, and inclusion are
likely to receive increased attention, with efforts to create more equitable opportunities for under-
represented groups in academia. A particular emphasis is likely to be on universities’ contribution
to a sustainable and just global future. Hence, sustainability and societal impact will be increasingly
pre-eminent.
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