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Abstract

The chapter discusses rankings as a device of evaluation, their historical origins and contemporary
presence. It draws attention to the growing scholarly interest rankings have attracted in recent years,
which has been especially geared towards those rankings that have come to wield some or even
significant influence in their respective societal domains. By mapping the loose ‘genre’ of rankings
scholarship across social sciences, the chapter (a) draws attention to its relatively siloed character,
(b) identifies dominant conceptualizations of rankings across various research strands, and (c)
questions the often-assumed distinction between rankings research and ranking practice. As a way
of advancing our understanding of rankings as a social phenomenon and how it affects societal
change, the chapter calls for exploring research strategies that facilitate exchange between diffuse
‘worlds of rankings research’.
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Introduction

Among the many different (e)valuation devices, rankings are frequently recognized as a
particularly ubiquitous one. The diffusion of rankings over recent decades has been so widespread
that, nowadays, they are a common occurrence in a wide range of domains, including politics,
education, business, culture, and entertainment. Rankings of nation-states, universities, and
businesses, alongside the league tables in virtually every sports discipline, are among the best-
known types. Rankings are abundant, often taken for granted, and for many observers largely
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uncontroversial. At the same time, their diffusion has had a profound effect on how the world is
observed, represented, and ‘known’, but also on how actors and action are evaluated and judged.

This chapter discusses rankings as a device of evaluation and examines the diverse research
landscape that emerged around them. It starts by elaborating on the kind of device rankings are,
their historical origins, and how they came to wield significant influence in the contemporary
world. It then proceeds with an overview of scholarly approaches to the phenomenon, thus
highlighting its multifaceted and cross-cutting character. In this context, dominant approaches and
avenues of theoretical and empirical contributions are identified. The chapter also suggests
comparative research as a potentially productive strategy, both for further exploration of rankings
and also for simultaneously engaging different strands of scholarship.

Rankings and the emergence of the rankings research ‘genre’

What are rankings? Sociologically speaking, rankings are quantified zero-sum comparisons of
performances published by a third party (Werron and Ringel 2017). Unlike other kinds of
comparisons, such as ratings or benchmarks, rankings are by definition zero-sum. This, in plain
terms, translates into a strict hierarchy of performers, whereby only one performer can be top-
ranked, followed by the second-ranked, and so on. Because comparisons of performances are
visualized as zero-sum tables, in a ranking, two performers are in principle never equal. This
understanding of performance is different from the one we find in other evaluation devices based
on commensuration (cf. Espeland and Stevens 1998), although researchers are rarely interested in
the respective conceptual distinctions. Modern rankings are, in effect, more than just hierarchical
tables based on calculated scores; they are repeatedly published zero-sum tables, which opens up
the possibility of observing change in individual performances over time (Ringel and Werron
2021).

Historically, the first zero-sum quantified evaluations were published in the field of arts as early as
in the first half of the eighteenth century (Spoerhase 2018). They were produced by notable art
critics, who would compare painters, poets, and composers. However, these lists would be typically
published only once and were, in a number of ways, different from the rankings we can observe
today (see Brankovic, Ringel, and Werron 2021 for an elaboration). The repeatedly published zero-
sum comparisons of performances most likely first emerged in the nineteenth century in sports and
were in part enabled by the rise and growth of the sports press (Minnetian and Werron 2021; Ringel
and Werron 2020). The practice would later be adopted in other domains, notably in science and
higher education, where the press likewise played a crucial role in serializing rankings and bringing
them to the attention of broader audiences (Wilbers and Brankovic 2021). Towards the end of the
twentieth century, international organizations started to take an interest in rankings as a way of
systematically comparing performances of nation-states on a range of internationally relevant
policy issues, including development, human rights, and corruption. The advent of the internet and



the developments in digital technologies post-2000 facilitated further diffusion and advancement
of the practice, both within and across specific social domains.

Seen through the lens of the world society/polity theory, the growing proliferation and salience of
rankings is a clear indication of accelerated cultural rationalization of the global moral order
(Meyer, Boli, and Thomas 1987). Together with other practices of commensuration, rankings
herewith feature as the instrumental technologies of this cultural rationalization. The claim to
objectivity and universality, which modern rankings typically incorporate, helps them satisfy a
moral demand for impartiality and fairness and lends them authority in various spheres of social
life (Porter 1996). The legitimacy of rankings as ‘impartial arbiters’ is ultimately rooted in a belief
that they are instrumental in the collective pursuit of ‘goodness’ (virtue) and ‘excellence’
(virtuosity) in performance (Boli 2006)—which facilitates their diffusion and institutionalization
within and across contexts. However, the fact that rankings, as a specific mode of comparison,
‘travel’ easily across contexts does not directly translate into an ‘even’ uptake and impact. Given
that, as mentioned earlier, the effect of rankings is contingent upon their repeated publication, the
extent of change induced by rankings is expected to depend also on the ability of its producers to
draw continuous public attention to them (Brankovic 2021; 2022; Ringel, Brankovic, and Werron
2020).

This growing influence of rankings has not escaped the attention of scholars. Because rankings
have come to play an increasingly more important role in society, scholars have grappled with them
from a range of approaches. Research on rankings can today be found in practically all corners of
social sciences, including anthropology, economics, sociology, political science, history, as well as
in interdisciplinary fields such as management, higher education, and science studies. This varied
and, quite certainly, expanding body of work is probably better described as a loose ‘genre’ than
as a unified intellectual project oriented around shared problems and questions.! The scholarly
communities contributing to this literature are also characterized by varying epistemic, pragmatic,
political, and other concerns that motivate and guide their research. The scholarship on rankings
is, furthermore, also ‘uneven’, whereby some (kinds of) rankings are studied extensively and others
very little in comparison. Notably, rankings that are ‘popular’, and which attract the attention of
both those they rank and their stakeholders, tend to also attract the research interest and critical
scrutiny of scholars.

Rankings often become an object of interest because they are seen as being related to other kinds
of phenomena, for example, competition (e.g., Werron 2015), status (e.g., Bowers and Prato 2019),
reputation (e.g., Corley and Gioia 2000), or valuation (e.g., Buckermann 2021). Rankings then
emerge as a phenomenon the study of which can help us understand such broader social processes
and practices better. These considerations may appear trivial, but they are nevertheless an important
precondition for how our understanding of what rankings are takes shape. However, such a variety
of potential interpretations possibly leads to divergent views on why rankings matter, how they
matter, or when they matter for the individual observer. But also: why they don’t matter, how they
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don’t matter, or when they don’t matter. Arguably, because scholarship to date has tended to focus
on those rankings that are believed to have had some or considerable impact, we know little about
the cases in which the publication of a ranking has not led to some or even significant change in
behavior, status anxiety, and resource flows, or cases in which a ranking was published only once,
or it had to be discontinued after a certain period.?

Upon closer observation, the research landscape reflects the rise of rankings in specific social
spheres: certain rankings come into the researchers’ focus only when they have gained salience in
a domain, which then leads to rankings being of interest to scholars working on those particular
social domains. For example, OECD’s PISA ranking of educational systems has been extensively
studied by researchers of education and various aspects thereof (e.g., Grek 2009). A similar
observation can be made about higher education rankings (e.g., Hazelkorn 2015), rankings related
to human rights (e.g., Merry 2016), and corporate rankings (e.g., Fombrun 2007). The research is
siloed to such an extent that the multiple ‘worlds of rankings’ (Ringel et al. 2021b) effectively
become the multiple worlds of rankings research—with few bridges that connect them.

Worlds of rankings research

To understand what ‘kinds’ of rankings there are, whom they affect and how, and not least of all
how they interrelate with other social phenomena, in this section I am going to map the loose
‘genre’ of rankings research that has emerged partly in response to the proliferation of rankings.’
The aim of the mapping exercise is twofold: (a) to offer a more systematic understanding of how
scholars make sense of rankings and (b) to highlight some of the key insights from research. I
organize the section around the following three questions:
1. What kinds of rankings are researchers interested in?
it.  How do researchers conceptualize rankings?
iii.  What perspectives are entertained by scholars doing research on rankings?

Kinds of rankings

By and large, research on rankings tends to be limited to a single (kind of) ranked or evaluated
‘object’ or entity, which has led to the emergence of recognized strands in scholarship on, for
example, ‘university rankings’, ‘corporate rankings’, and ‘country rankings’. In this sense, scholars
are overwhelmingly interested in rankings of organizations and nation-states, and in particular the
effects rankings have on their behavior, legitimacy or reputation (Ringel et al. 2021a).*

Across social sciences, rankings of organizations tend to attract the most attention. Studies on
organizational rankings are published in the widely read disciplinary and interdisciplinary journals,
such as those in sociology, organization and management studies, and higher education studies (see
Rindova et al. 2018 for a comprehensive review). Rankings of higher education institutions
(universities and business schools, in particular) and companies feature prominently in this



literature. Research on rankings of businesses typically focuses on the way rankings affect
organizational reputation (Slager 2015). Higher education research is somewhat more varied and
ranges from studying rankings to measure the quality of institutions (Dill and Soo 2005) right
through to more critical takes that see rankings as a product of neoliberalism and managerialist
policies (Lynch 2014), which reproduces and aggravates inequalities (Chu 2021). The interest in
organizational ranking is, of course, not limited to these aspects, types of organizations, or to these
academic fields.

In comparison to organizational rankings, comparisons of nation-states constitute a somewhat
more focused body of work. This research agenda is primarily, but not exclusively, pursued by
scholars in political science and particularly in international relations and related areas (see
Beaumont and Towns 2021 for a recent review of this literature). Evaluation by means of rankings
is seen here as an instrument in global governance and national policy. Research typically focuses
on specific rankings and the organizations producing them, and in particular on their effects on
transnational and national governance and policy (Cooley and Snyder 2015; Kelley and Simmons
2020). Some of the most frequently studied examples include Transparency
International’s Corruption Perception Index (Andersson and Heywood 2009), World Bank’s (for
the moment discontinued) Ease of Doing Business index (Doshi, Kelley, and Simmons 2020),
UNDP’s Human Development Index (Davis, Kingsbury, and Merry 2012), and the aforementioned
OECD’s PISA study (K. Martens and Niemann 2013).

Research cutting across these two kinds of rankings is (still) scarce, yet important to consider, not
least because it opens up doors for further questioning and theorizing of what rankings are as a
phenomenon, beyond specific domains and beyond the present moment. Notably, to date, scholars
have compared university and hospital rankings (de Rijcke et al. 2016), rankings in figure skating
and music competitions (Lom 2021), arts, science, and sports rankings (Ringel and Werron 2020),
or rankings throughout history (Hammarfelt, de Rijcke, and Wouters 2017). This empirical work
has been productive not only in terms of insights gained, but also for generating conceptual
vocabulary that facilitates the exchange between diffuse lines of scholarship (see Brankovic,
Ringel, and Werron 2021 for further arguments on this point). Finally, the question of how, exactly,
the rankings of individuals, organizations, and nation-states are—in and of themselves—similar as
well as different, is worthwhile exploring.

Conceptualizing rankings

The question of conceptualizing rankings is hardly separable from the variety of terms used to refer
to what could qualify as more or less the same phenomenon. For example, ‘country/global
performance indicators’ (‘CPIs’ or ‘GPIs’, respectively), usually used by international relations
scholars, highlights a function in global governance: to indicate countries’ respective
performances. ‘Ranking systems’, used sometimes in higher education studies, points to the
plurality of rankings in the sector, or perhaps their historical origins (Wilbers and Brankovic 2021).



The sports-inspired ‘league tables’ are also sometimes used (Li, Shankar, and Tang 2011),
underlining the competition-inducing property of rankings (Brankovic, Ringel, and Werron 2018).
Statisticians often speak of rankings (and not only of rankings) as ‘composite indicators’, stressing
the complexity of calculative operations behind scores (Saisana, D’Hombres, and Saltelli 2011).
Sometimes, ‘ratings’ are used to refer (also) to ‘rankings’ without much consideration about
possible distinctions, presumably because these are not considered important in the research in
question (Esposito and Stark 2019). These and other possible terms are indicative of different
conceptual underpinnings that may direct researchers’ focus. While we are at it, referring to
rankings as a ‘device’, as this chapter does, is not without the proverbial theoretical ‘baggage’
either.

A great deal of literature on rankings sees them as a phenomenon that is defined primarily by its
quantification-related properties (Mennicken and Espeland 2019). The literature on the history and
sociology of quantification links the increasing prominence of rankings with ‘trust in numbers’
(Porter 1996), ‘metric society’ (Mau 2019), and the growing authority of calculative technologies
in general (Diaz-Bone and Didier 2016). A tradition connected to this one is found in the literature
on accounting and auditing, which offers a link between rankings and mechanisms of
accountability (Mehrpouya and Samiolo 2016). The ubiquity of rankings is, therefore, also a
product of the advancing ‘audit society’ (Power 1999). The literature focusing specifically on
evaluation sees rankings (and commensuration and quantification more generally) as inseparable
from modern practices of valuation (Kriiger and Reinhart 2017) and thus as a part of the
continuously expanding transsituational and transsectoral ‘valuation constellations’ (Meier, Peetz,
and Waibel 2016). As a device of evaluation, rankings play a role in the (re)production and
stabilization of regimes of worth within and across contexts (Mohrman, Ma, and Baker 2008), but
also in their fragmentation (Brandtner 2017).

Some of the most influential works on rankings have, in fact, emerged from their framing as
(public) ‘measures’. One concept that stands out in this respect is ‘reactivity’, introduced into the
research on rankings by Espeland and Sauder (2007). The concept denotes the idea that ‘people
change their behavior in reaction to being evaluated, observed, or measured’ (Espeland and Sauder
2007, 1) and was developed based on the authors’ study of the rankings of law schools in the United
States. In the years after the study was published, ‘reactivity’ attained the status of a dominant
approach in understanding how rankings trigger response in various actors—be it nation-states,
organizations, or individuals. This may be due to the considerable interest scholars had in
understanding how rankings came to effect change in behavior. While this and other works in the
tradition of the sociology of quantification have certainly gifted us with critical insights — and not
least with a way of theoretically and conceptually connecting different kinds of rankings —
quantification is hardly the only dimension identified as defining rankings as a device of evaluation.

Across different strands of literature, rankings are an empirical manifestation of broader social
trends and processes. Researchers interested in globalization may see rankings as drivers or
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otherwise inseparable from globalization (P. Martens et al. 2015), while research on marketization
would regard them as diffusers of ‘market logic’ in a specific sector (Locke 2014). As these and
similar processes are not exclusive to specific domains, the research interest thereof may cut across
empirical foci of nation-state and organizational rankings, which tend to form distinct clusters in
the rankings research ‘genre’. For instance, rankings have been studied as a driver of mediatization
both in the case of university rankings (Stack 2016) and in the case of PISA ranking of countries
(Rawolle and Lingard 2014), whereby mediatization broadly refers to processes of change resulting
from the uptake of various media technologies. In these and numerous other examples, rankings
are often observed and interpreted against the backdrop of and in connection with macro-societal
processes.

Perspectives on rankings

Rankings are studied with different aims in mind. Some scholars study them because of their impact
on society. Or because they find them interesting, intriguing, and in some way illuminating. Others
may study them because they find rankings flawed and want to criticize them. Or because they see
them as an (potentially) effective tool of governance. While the loose genre of rankings research
accommodates all of these and beyond, it is often difficult to discern where each work stands and
how strands of literature fit or do not fit together. One way of making sense of this is by questioning
the researcher’s position with respect to the phenomenon. Here, Desrosieres’ distinction between
‘internalist’ and ‘externalist’ perspectives on the history and sociology of the sciences is a useful
approach (1998, 5).

The internalist perspective is assumed primarily by scholars interested in rankings as a method of
comparing, measuring, and evaluating actors and non-actor entities. This approach is pursued by
specialists in statistics and fields leaning heavily on statistics, such as econometrics and
scientometrics (Saisana and Saltelli 2011). Because they see ranking as, in principle, a legitimate
scientific method or a policy instrument, scholars researching rankings from the internalist
perspective are usually primarily interested in their methodological and instrumental aspects.
Accordingly, rankings are herewith evaluated for their conceptual validity, accuracy, data quality
and fitness for purpose, and so on (Irons, Buckley, and Paulden 2014). Sometimes, the authors of
these works are themselves specialists having some experience in the production of rankings (e.g.,
Becker et al. 2017). These works tend to be more realist, evaluative, and typically prescriptive
when it comes to the methodology used in different rankings.

In the externalist perspective, in contrast, rankings are observed as a phenomenon, and their
methodological aspects are, at best, only of interest to the extent that they illuminate the regime of
worth the ranking in question (re)produces. Scholars studying rankings from this perspective are
primarily interested in the social and material conditions within which rankings are produced, the
dynamics of their institutionalization, the discourse on rankings in general, their effects on the
institutional environment, various actors, and the relations thereof. The externalist perspective is



more at home in sociology, anthropology, political science, history, and other fields leaning on
these disciplines (see the following literature reviews for an overview of (mostly) externalist works
— Beaumont and Towns 2021; Rindova et al. 2018; Ringel et al. 2021b). The externalist approach
can, however, also lead to prescriptive and critically oriented work, but instead of being directed
to the method, the prescription and/or critique would be addressing other actors, such as national
and international policy makers, the producers of rankings, or social structure more generally, but
also rankings as such.

The boundary between these two perspectives is often not clear-cut. In fact, and especially in the
specialized fields with a close proximity to the worlds of policy and practice (e.g., higher education,
science, public policy, management), research tends to combine elements of both perspectives,
while being both descriptive and prescriptive (see, for example, O’Connell 2013 for a discussion
on research discourses on university rankings). From a pragmatic point of view, this is
understandable, given that rankings are a method of evaluation based on, or at least aspiring to, a
scientific style of reasoning (Hacking 1994). Yet, this may create difficulties for social scientists
to exercise reflexivity when it comes to rankings, but also other devices rooted in quantification.
The ambiguity with respect to the perspective, nevertheless, raises questions as to whether research
aiming at improving rankings is perhaps closer to ranking practice than it is to rankings scholarship.
One could argue that the attention scholars give to some rankings, and especially the scholarly
contribution to the advancement of the practice of ranking, is part of the answer to the question of
why (some) rankings have come to be very influential.

Conclusion

This chapter has discussed rankings as a phenomenon, their historical origins, and how they came
to wield significant influence in contemporary society. We could say, with some confidence, that
the dramatic proliferation of all kinds of rankings over the past decades has helped spread the
imaginary of the modern world as a rationalized competitive order, whose actors have become
increasingly more attuned with the idea that they are being continuously observed and their
performances quantified, compared, and judged. Yet, this diagnosis may do justice more to some
spheres of society than others, or to some (kinds of) rankings more than others.

In examining the ‘genre’ of rankings scholarship, the chapter identifies two relatively loose
‘clusters’ formed around kinds of rankings, namely, rankings of organizations and rankings of
nation-states. Yet, while researchers are interested in different kinds of rankings, they are rarely
interested in more than one kind at a time. Moreover, the terminology used to refer to rankings is
also diverse, which can also be noted for conceptual approaches, as well as for a range of macro-
societal trends and processes that have been (sometimes causally) connected with the growing
importance of rankings. Finally, depending roughly on disciplinary orientation or the researcher’s
position, rankings are recognized as an object of research, an object of action, or both at the same



time. The often unclear boundary between the two perspectives suggests that the distinction
between rankings scholarship and ranking practice is not to be taken for granted.

Although diversely oriented around rankings, scholars tend to be interested in those (kinds of)
rankings that have already attracted a certain degree of attention and have in some ways become
important to the main actors in specific societal spheres. This may have led to the impression that
rankings — in and of themselves —matter or are expected to matter always and everywhere.
However, we should be cautious when making such generalizations. The ‘societal change’
produced by rankings cannot, after all, be assessed without a more systematic empirical knowledge.
Comparative research strategies are one way of taking this conversation forward. In addition to
being potentially productive for advancing our understanding of rankings, comparative approaches
hold the potential for advancing exchange between diffuse worlds of rankings research.
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