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This study evaluated world university rankings in Taiwan. Media reports and the 
literature on world university rankings have focused on rankings, particularly in 
Taiwan. This study conducted a document analysis of the Quacquarelli Symonds 
(QS) World University Rankings in Taiwan’s universities from 2021 to 2023, and 
explored two cases: National Taiwan University and Taipei Medical University, both 
of which are listed in the QS World University Rankings for sustainable development. 
First, the researchers analyzed the related topics of the world university rankings. 
Second, the researchers explored the position of Taiwan’s universities in relation to 
the top 500 universities in the QS World University Rankings from 2021 to 2023. 
Third, two case universities pursuing QS World University Rankings are discussed. 
Finally, this study found that both universities are improving their teaching, research, 
and internationalization based on the indicators of the QS World University Rankings 
and the development of school affairs. The universities employ international faculty, 
cooperate internationally on projects, developing cross-disciplinary research, 
strengthening innovation, and increasing internationalization and cooperation with 
research institutions, and attract foreign students for sustainable development. The 
findings may serve as a reference for improving QS World University Rankings and 
promote the sustainable development of Taiwan’s higher education system, and 
understand global competition among universities.
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1. Introduction

1.1. Global competition of universities for sustainable 
development

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are a widely accepted framework for promoting 
sustainable development. SDG4 goal 4.7 pursues the “sustainability” of education to promote 
sustainable development for country (Sánchez-Carracedo et al., 2021). Higher education is 
crucial to sustainable development for country. Hence, in the early 1990s, university rankings 
became popular metrics among countries worldwide, with attention from not only the public 

OPEN ACCESS

EDITED BY

Chen-Li Huang,  
National Taitung University, Taiwan

REVIEWED BY

Ru-Si Chen,  
Ling Tung University, Taiwan
Yan Hong Ye,  
Ming Chuan University, Taiwan

*CORRESPONDENCE

Yi-Haung Shih  
 shih262@gmail.com

RECEIVED 14 March 2023
ACCEPTED 28 April 2023
PUBLISHED 25 May 2023

CITATION

Wang R-J and Shih Y-H (2023) What are 
universities pursuing? A review of the 
Quacquarelli Symonds world university 
rankings of Taiwanese universities (2021–2023).
Front. Educ. 8:1185817.
doi: 10.3389/feduc.2023.1185817

COPYRIGHT

© 2023 Wang and Shih. This is an open-access 
article distributed under the terms of the 
Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). 
The use, distribution or reproduction in other 
forums is permitted, provided the original 
author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are 
credited and that the original publication in this 
journal is cited, in accordance with accepted 
academic practice. No use, distribution or 
reproduction is permitted which does not 
comply with these terms.

TYPE Review
PUBLISHED 25 May 2023
DOI 10.3389/feduc.2023.1185817

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/feduc.2023.1185817﻿&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-05-25
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/feduc.2023.1185817/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/feduc.2023.1185817/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/feduc.2023.1185817/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/feduc.2023.1185817/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/feduc.2023.1185817/full
mailto:shih262@gmail.com
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2023.1185817
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2023.1185817


Wang and Shih 10.3389/feduc.2023.1185817

Frontiers in Education 02 frontiersin.org

but also academics. In 1983, after the U.S. News and World Report 
begun publishing the annual Best American Colleges Ranking, many 
countries followed suit and prepared university rankings (Hou, 2008a; 
Sibal, 2011; Huang and Wang, 2018; Wang and Zhou, 2023).

In the 21st century, the world has become more globalized. 
Globalization has decreased distinctions between countries and has 
increased interdependency among countries. Subsequently, countries 
must compete for international talent, which has considerably affected 
higher education globally. Higher education institutions have also 
become more concerned with global evaluation and ranking systems 
for sustainable development. Various university rankings are 
published annually, and the rankings affect competition among 
universities (Huang, 2004, 2011a; Sibal, 2011).

Due to the formulation of international university rankings, many 
universities aim to have high international rankings in addition to 
high domestic academic reputation and rankings. Universities use 
excellent university rankings to attract international students. 
Importantly, high rankings enable universities to gain global 
recognition through their academics, draw more financial resources, 
and invite famous international scholars to teach, and these rankings 
enhance the reputation of the university at home or abroad for 
sustainable development. Due to globalization, Taiwan’s universities 
have also changed, and some universities are concerned about their 
international rankings for sustainable development to face global 
competition of universities (Hou, 2008a; Chou, 2010; Balatsky and 
Ekimova, 2020).

1.2. Concerns and debates in the higher 
education community

Global University Rankings (GURs) should be  concerned by 
universities in Taiwan to match current international trends (Ministry 
of Education, 2022; Muñoz-Suárez et al., 2020). Rankings are a useful 
tool that can improve the transparency of universities, and they 
provide information on the evaluation of university programs, 
research, and teaching. University rankings continue to be debated in 
the higher education community (Wang, 2002).

With the internationalization of higher education, transnational 
education, cross-border education, and student mobility have become the 
key terms in higher education. In addition to competing for world 
university rankings, universities attempt to recruit high-quality 
international students. University rankings have become the basis for 
measuring the quality of universities. In addition to the enthusiasm for 
rankings in Asia, various programs have been implemented by the 
government for improving university rankings. Since 2006, the Taiwanese 
Ministry of Education has successively promoted the Toward Top 
Universities Program, which stipulates that “at least one university will 
be ranked among the world’s top 100 within 10 years,” and resources are 
concentrated in potential top universities. Thus, university rankings are 
pursued by top universities (Lin and Chen, 2015).

1.3. Top universities are expected to have 
high world university rankings in Taiwan

In Taiwan, top universities are expected to have high world university 
rankings, and they consequently receive considerable financial support 

for sustainable development. Most international ranking systems are 
created by European and American institutions. If an excellent university 
is not in the ranking system, the evaluation and competitiveness of the 
university are negatively affected. Thus, universities are pressured to be in 
the ranking system and risk being marginalized if not included. Various 
university rankings are published every year in Taiwan, such as the 
Quacquarelli Symonds (QS) World University Rankings, Shanghai 
Jiaotong University World University Rankings, and Times Higher 
Education World University Rankings (Su and Liang, 2016; National 
Taipei University of Science and Technology, 2021).

In conclusion, global competition among universities has become 
fiercer. Various university rankings are published annually and affect the 
competitiveness of universities in Taiwan. Furthermore, the use of 
university rankings as the basis for measuring the quality of universities 
continues to be a cause of concern and debate in academia. Therefore, 
some universities in Taiwan are concerned about their rankings.

The research objectives were as follows: (1) conduct a document 
analysis of the QS World University Rankings in Taiwan and explore 
related issues that have emerged in Taiwan’s pursuit of higher world 
university rankings, (2) analyze the QS World University Rankings of 
two universities, the National Taiwan University and Taipei Medical 
University, and provide a reference for universities to improve their 
QS World University Rankings.

2. Research method

2.1. Documentary analysis

Documentary analysis is research which involves documents as the 
data (Aimee Grant, 2022). Document analysis is a form of qualitative 
research in which documents are interpreted by the researcher to give 
meaning on a topic (Bowen, 2009). Fischer (2006) defined document 
analysis as a systematic procedure for reviewing or evaluating documents, 
both printed and electronic material. The researchers used the 
documentary analysis method to analyze studies related to the QS World 
University Rankings in Taiwan, and used deductive and inductive logic 
to explore the issues and meaning discussed therein.

2.2. Case discussion

Two case universities pursuing QS World University Rankings are 
discussed, such as the National Taiwan University and Taipei Medical 
University. According to the QS World University Rankings from 2021 
to 2023, National Taiwan University was the highest ranked public 
university in Taiwan, and Taipei Medical University was the highest 
ranked private university. Therefore, these two cases are discussed 
further in this study.

3. Relevant topics

3.1. University rankings as a university 
strategy in Taiwan

It is beyond doubt that rankings have become a significant part of 
the tertiary education landscape, both globally and locally (World 
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Economic Forum, 2015). Moreover, the QS World University 
Rankings can lead to a transformation of Taiwan’s higher education 
system toward greater sustainability. Due to declining birth rates, 
many universities in Taiwan face potential closure. Therefore, raising 
university rankings has become a strategy for universities to compete 
and survive for sustainable development. University rankings have 
always been a key factor for students and parents when selecting a 
university; however, the reliability of university rankings and their 
effect on the university are often debated. Therefore, why do domestic 
and foreign universities value and pursue university rankings? This 
study provides some insights into Taiwanese universities that pursue 
world university rankings (Wang, 2015; Huang, 2022).

3.2. University rankings

The emergence of the modern university is a phenomenon of the 
nineteenth century: its development as the principal knowledge-
producing institution (Peters, 2010). However, rankings are a relatively 
recent phenomenon in university governance and politics (Benner, 
2020). University rankings are now a world-wide phenomenon. Used 
ostensibly as a means of achieving increased transparency, and 
covertly as a way of introducing a competitive market into higher 
education, the various ranking exercises have had an immense impact 
on the higher education sector as a whole, on individual institutions, 
and on professional career paths. They have been instrumental in 
defning ‘the world class university’ and establishing the benchmarks 
for academic preferment (Nixon, 2020).

As the number of higher education institutions increase, providing 
a high-quality learning environment and high-quality resources for 
students has become essential. Due to the commercialization of higher 
education, international university rankings represent the 
competitiveness among universities. University ranking methods are 
used to evaluate the performance, strengths, and weaknesses of 
universities. The introduction of university rankings in Taiwan 
coincided with the adoption of rankings for universities worldwide. 
University rankings refer to a list of ranked higher education 
institutions in a specific region or country on the basis of the same set 
of indicators, and these rankings provide a comparison of institutions 
based on pros and cons. University rankings can be interinstitutional 
rankings, and two systems are used for subagency rankings. University 
activities are ranked from superior to inferior based on the magnitude 
of the relevant characteristics of the university (Usher and Savino, 
2007; Liao, 2011).

Usher and Savino (2007) described that university rankings 
refer to a ranked list of educational institutions in a specific region 
or country on the basis of the same organizational evaluation 
index. Moreover, university activities are ranked on the basis of 
pros and cons, which can be further divided into interinstitutional 
rankings (i.e., institutional ranking systems and subinstitutional 
ranking systems). Salmi and Saroyan (2007) highlighted that 
university rankings are implemented on the basis of a broad set of 
indicators for measuring school operations, internal functional 
efficiency, academic output, and other variables. Wu and Lin 
(2010) reported that university rankings represent quantitative 
evaluations of various research articles, lectures, teachers, services, 
facilities, achievement performance, and the academic reputation 
of universities.

3.3. World university rankings

Globalization trends are now fundamental for education reform 
in many nations, and “World class” has become a central goal in 
university policy worldwide. The concept in turn is dependent on the 
emergence of measurements and yardsticks of “world class” and how 
it might be  attained. University rankings form a key part in the 
construction of “world class” as a measurable and purportedly 
attainable goal for universities—and the construction of an 
organizational identity as “ranked” and “measured” (Benner, 2020; 
Hung and Yen, 2022).

Today, policymakers and higher education leaders identify and define 
their goals and strategies for obtaining favorable global university 
rankings (Hazelkorn, 2013). World university rankings are an extension 
of university rankings, but no clear and single definition of world 
university rankings exists. The World University Ranking Department is 
an international body for university rankings. After the preliminary 
screening of universities, the scores are calculated using various evaluation 
indicators, and university operations, quality, and academic research 
results are evaluated mainly using the results (Liao, 2011).

3.4. Advantages of QS world university 
rankings

Human is by nature a learning individual. School education must 
meet the individual learning needs (Ye and Shih, 2020, 2021). Autonomy 
and responsibility are the very essential characteristics of the learners. 
We have seen and been experiencing that some learners are somehow 
forced to be passive recipients of objective knowledge or information 
(Rijal, 2021). International universities provide students with a more 
global perspective and an international teaching and learning 
environment, which promote autonomy and responsibility of the learners.

The world university rankings can promote the 
internationalization of universities and provide an array of benefits for 
sustainable development. Highly international universities can 
establish a strong international brand and more easily attract faculty 
and students from across the world. Moreover, international 
universities provide students with a more global perspective and an 
international teaching and learning environment, which fosters the 
exchange of best university practices. Consequently, students studying 
at highly international universities develop international sensibilities 
and global awareness (Quacquarelli Symonds, 2022a).

3.5. Disputes of QS world university 
rankings

University rankings provide a measure of the ability of a university 
to attract talent. Scores are calculated using common objective indicators, 
ranked scores and quantified data are calculated, and results are 
simplified for quick evaluations. University rankings present the 
objective positions of universities through quantified data, allowing 
readers to easily understand the gaps between rankings. Moreover, 
university rankings disclose information to the public, and the 
government, students, and parents can quickly evaluate the performance 
of a university. However, because rankings simplify complex concepts, 
details may be omitted in rankings (Huang, 2011a,b).
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TABLE 2 Taiwanese Universities in Top 500 Universities in QS World 
University Rankings from 2021 to 2023 (Quacquarelli Symonds, 2020, 
2022a, 2023).

School name 2021 
Ranking

2022 
Ranking

2023 
Ranking

National Taiwan University 66 68 77

National Tsing Hua University 168 180 178

National Cheng Kung 

University

234 252 222

National Yang Ming Chiao Tung 

University

268 202

National Taiwan University of 

Science and Technology

267 314 327

National Taiwan Normal 

University

331 334 332

Taipei Medical University 387 407 384

National Sun Yat-sen University 416 412 428

National Taipei University of 

Technology

488 469 436

Chang Gung University 493 480 475

Governments should focus on their country’s higher education. 
QS World University Rankings can be used by governments to analyze 
the overall progress of domestic universities and to identify areas of 
improvement. However, the data should not be used as a tool for 
comparing individual institutions with other institutions, which may 
negatively affect national higher education systems and cause 
resources to be concentrated in a few universities. A higher university 
ranking may affect other universities and weaken higher education 
across the country (Wang, 2015).

Finally, the QS World University Rankings are peer reviewed and 
weighted by 50%. Peer review data are collected through a global online 
questionnaire. However, the representativeness and objectivity of the 
survey have been debated. The measurement benchmarks often 
overestimate older and more internationally visible universities, and the 
rankings tend to favor Anglo-American universities. Finally, academic 
freedom is measured using an evaluation index, which negatively affects 
universities in some countries (Huang, 2011a,b; Holz, 2021).

4. Quacquarelli symonds world 
university rankings

Rankings are based on a fundamental theoretical and 
methodological challenge, namely, to pare down a very complex set of 
activities into a small number of indicators, which are in turn 
conjoined (Benner, 2020). In 2004, Quacquarelli Symonds (QS) 
cooperated with the Times Higher Education (THE) to qualitatively 
and quantitatively evaluate the academic performance of universities 
worldwide. Since 2010, THE has cooperated with Thomson Reuters 
and later jointly published the ranking results with QS (Huang, 
2011b). The QS World University Rankings provide students with the 
relevant information when they decide to study abroad, and these 
rankings provide a comparison of universities in different countries, 

helping students to select a suitable university. The QS World 
University Rankings was first published in 2004, and the ranking 
system includes more than 3,000 universities worldwide (Wang, 
2015). The top 500 universities have their own independent rankings. 
Universities ranked between 500 and 600 are grouped in terms of 10 
universities (one group of 10 universities between 501 and 510, one 
between 511 and 520, etc.). Universities ranked between 600 and 800 
are clustered in groups of 50 (one group between 601 and 650, one 
between 651 and 700, etc.). Universities ranked above 800 are 
categorized into groups of 200 (i.e., one group for universities ranked 
801–1,000; Quacquarelli Symonds, 2022b). Table  1 shows the 
evaluation dimensions, indicators, proportions, and data acquisition 
methods for the QS World University Rankings.

5. QS world university rankings in 
Taiwan’s universities

5.1. Taiwanese universities in top 500 
universities in the QS world university 
rankings from 2021 to 2023

Table 2 presents the Taiwanese universities that are placed among 
the top 500 universities in the QS World University Rankings from 
2021 to 2023.

The world university rankings influence several top universities in 
Taiwan. Some of the top universities have improved their rankings, 
and others exhibit the regression of their rankings. Additionally, only 
two universities are private institutions, namely Taipei Medical 
University and Chang Gung University. Consequently, public 
universities in Taiwan often receive more resources.

However, Professor Huang, in his article “Do not Compete for 
Rankings in Universities,” bitterly argued that universities rankings 
have led to fighting for the number of international journal articles 
published, developing the paper industry, corrupting the academic 

TABLE 1 Evaluation dimensions, indicators, proportions, and data 
acquisition methods for the QS World University Rankings (Quacquarelli 
Symonds, 2022b; Tian, 2022).

Evaluation 
dimensions

Indicators Proportions Data 
acquisition 
methods

Teaching and 

research 

performance

Academic 

reputation

40% Questionnaire

Student 

performance

Employer 

reputation

10% Questionnaire

Teaching Faculty/

student ratio

20% Provided by the 

school

Research Citations per 

faculty

20% Using Scopus 

database (The 

impact of papers 

in the past 

5 years)

Internationalization International 

faculty ratio

5% Provided by the 

school

Internationalization International 

student ratio

5% Provided by the 

school
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atmosphere and ethics, hollowing out local academics, harming social 
harmony, disconnected industry needs, domination of academic 
freedom, [and] competition for power and interests in the distribution 
of academic resources. Taiwan’s long-term pursuit of rankings, the 
Science Citation Index, and the Social Science Citation Index has 
produced more far-reaching problems, particularly the lack of local 
research (Chang, 2022; Tian, 2022).

5.2. Two cases for sustainable 
development: National Taiwan University 
and Taipei Medical University

5.2.1. National Taiwan University
Since its establishment in 1928, NTU has been the leader of higher 

education in Taiwan and has faced and tackled a variety of challenges 
on the path toward excellence (National Taiwan University, 2022).

Professor Wei-Zhao Chen, who served as the President of 
National Taiwan University for 12 years since 1993, wrote in his 
book National Taiwan University’s Vision for the New Century that 
“what [National Taiwan University] should do is take advantage of 
the strengths of world-class universities and establish a unique 
academic style as a benchmark for Taiwanese academia” (Chen and 
Chen, 2021).

National Taiwan University was founded in 1928 and was 
formerly known as Taipei Imperial University during the Japanese 
occupation. At that time, the first principal was the head of たいら. 
At the end of World War II in 1945, Japan surrendered, and 
Taiwanese independence was restored. On November 15 of the same 
year, the Taiwanese government restructured and renamed Taipei 
Imperial University as National Taiwan University, and Dr. 
Zong-Luo Luo was named the first president (National Taiwan 
University, 2022).

After Taiwanese independence in 1945, Taiwan’s academic system 
was divided into departments and colleges. Each academy was 
renamed as a faculty, and the Faculty of Arts and Political Science was 
divided into the Faculty of Arts and the Faculty of Law in addition to 
the Faculties of Science, Medicine, Engineering, and Agriculture. In 
the six colleges and 22 departments, approximately 1,855 students 
were enrolled in the 36th academic year. Faculties and departments 
are gradually receiving more teachers, technology, and resources. In 
the 110th academic year, the school has expanded to 16 colleges 
(including international colleges, innovative design colleges, science 
and technology research colleges, common education centers, and 
higher education colleges), three professional colleges (dentistry, 
veterinary medicine, and pharmacy), 56 departments, 139 research 
institutes, and 32 master’s and doctoral programs, with a student 
population of approximately 32,000 (approximately 16,000  in 
university departments).

National Taiwan University is the most influential university in 
Taiwan and has trained many top scholars, including Taiwan’s first 
Nobel Prize winner Dr. Yuan-Zhe Li, and numerous heads of state and 
business leaders. National Taiwan University has a large staff and large 
campuses in Taipei, Yilan, Hsinchu, Yunlin, and the central mountains. 
The campus is approximately 34,000 ha, accounting for 1% of the total 
area of Taiwan and providing teachers and students with an 
ecologically diverse research environment (National Taiwan 
University, 2022).

5.2.2. Taipei Medical University
Since its establishment in 1960, Taipei Medical University is a 

famous medical university in Taiwan. Professor Chien-Huang Lin, the 
current President of Taipei Medical University, mentioned that Taipei 
Medical University is “inheriting and innovating, moving toward a 
world-class university” (Lin, 2020).

Taipei Medical University has 11 colleges and one general 
education center. Approximately 6,000 students are enrolled, and the 
university has more than 45,000 alumni distributed globally. Taipei 
Medical University’s goal is to “[cultivate] biomedical talent with 
humanistic care, innovation ability, and international outlook,” and 
the university is a “research-oriented university with medical 
education as the foundation and clinical use of biomedicine.” The 
university actively develops teaching and research resources and the 
medical education system. Taipei Medical University has integrated 
and optimized many of its teaching and research resources, promoting 
its internationalization. The university continues to move toward 
becoming a world-class university (Lin, 2020).

In terms of education, an interdisciplinary college was established 
in 2018, which consists of an interdisciplinary learning center, an 
innovation and entrepreneurship education center, and a digital self-
learning center. The interdisciplinary college encourages innovation 
and entrepreneurship, provides cross-disciplinary education, and 
cultivates students who have a broad range of biomedical talent. In 
terms of research, Taipei Medical University has gradually focused on 
several key areas, including cancer translation, neuromedicine, 
thoracic medicine, artificial intelligence medicine, cell therapy, and 
medical equipment. The results are supported and affirmed by the 
government research department. Regarding innovation, the school 
has established 12 startups. Moreover, the university established the 
Taipei Medical University Entrepreneurship Fund, introduced 
business accelerators, and guided innovative research and 
development. In terms of internationalization, Taipei Medical 
University has deepened ties and cooperation with key international 
universities, such as Johns Hopkins University, Case Western Reserve 
University, University of Southern California, Imperial College 
London, University of Lille, and Hokkaido University (Lin, 2020).

5.2.3. Discussion for sustainable development in 
two universities

Since the concept of “sustainable development” was put forward, 
countries around the world have implemented sustainable 
development to achieve sustainable development of the economy, 
society, and environment (Wang and Zhou, 2023).

Taiwan can be said to have developed a mass higher education 
system by international comparison (Wang, 2002). With the 
popularization of higher education, some universities in Taiwan are 
keen to pursue the ranking of world universities.

The establishment of World-Class Universities (WCUs) is noted 
as a paramount development in the realm of international higher 
education (Kang, 2015). National Taiwan University and Taipei 
Medical University are among the top-performing national and 
private universities in Taiwan’s universities in the QS World University 
Rankings. As suggested by Professor Wei-Zhao Chen, National 
Taiwan University must take advantage of the strengths of world-class 
universities and establish a unique academic style (Chen and Chen, 
2021). Hence, to improve its ranking, National Taiwan University is 
enhancing the quality of teaching, developing cross-disciplinary 
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research, strengthening innovation, and increasing internationalization 
and cooperation with research institutions for sustainable 
development (Hsu, 2022).

Taipei Medical University announced that in 2020, a total of 2,216 
scientific articles were published, and 872 articles were published in 
journals with an impact factor of 5 or higher. Two indicators, teaching 
and internationalization, increased, and the university’s ranking 
improved significantly (Pan, 2022). In the 2023 QS World University 
Rankings announced on June 9, Taipei Medical University ranked 
384th among world universities and the first among private 
universities in Taiwan. The QS World University Rankings have long 
focused on academic and employer reputation surveys, teacher–
student ratios, article citations, internationalization, and other metrics 
to evaluate university performance. In the latest rankings, more than 
1,400 universities worldwide were included. Among the ranking 
indicators, the teacher–student ratio index of Taipei Medical 
University was the most prominent, with the university ranking 
among the top 150 universities in the world. Additionally, the number 
of article citations, the proportion of international students, and the 
proportion of international foreign teachers were all higher than the 
global average. Taipei Medical University is therefore positioned as a 
top international “research-oriented university based on medical 
education and clinical use of biomedicine” that provides high-quality 
teaching and research for sustainable development (Taipei Medical 
University, 2021, 2023).

This study found that both universities are improving their 
teaching, research, and internationalization based on the indicators of 
the QS World University Rankings and the development of school 
affairs. The universities employ international faculty, cooperate 
internationally on projects, developing cross-disciplinary research, 
strengthening innovation, and increasing internationalization and 
cooperation with research institutions.

In addition, globalization has also affected the field of higher 
education by highlighting challenges in the technological revolution 
faced by teachers and students. Teachers require training in ICT to 
achieve quality and innovation in their pedagogical practices so that 
they could offer great opportunities to improve the quality of higher 
education (Salcedo, 2022). This would also update their professional 
skills to improve the quality of the teaching/learning process to 
promote the Quacquarelli Symonds (QS) World University Rankings 
in Taiwan. Such a discussion can promote the sustainable development 
of Taiwan’s higher education system and understand global 
competition among universities in Taiwan’s higher 
education workplace.

6. Reflections

Human capital cultivated and accumulated through higher 
education features the key competency of the workforce. Higher 
education is recognized as one of the most important accelerators for 
economic development and industrial advancement (Chen and Chen, 
2021). Higher education has made significant contributions to the 
sustainable development of global society in terms of improving the 
level of science and technology and optimizing the moral system of 
citizens (Li, 2023). Higher education must ensure that it contributes 
to social justice, considering the concept of University Social 
Responsibility. Thus, institutions must seek an organizational model 

that contributes to society. In higher education institutions, the 
teaching staff must adjust their pedagogical proposals based on the 
guidelines declared by the university. Then, students would acquire 
skills that will allow them to behave professionally with a sense of 
social responsibility (Castillo-Paredes et al., 2022). There is a profound 
influence of universities on the development of higher education in 
a country.

Globalization trends are now fundamental for education reform 
in many nations, and higher education affects a country’s development 
and success (Wang and Shih, 2022). The global rankings of universities 
have become both popular with the public and increasingly important 
for higher education institutions (Kifor et al., 2021). World university 
rankings are regarded as an important tool to assess higher education 
quality. There are several media sources that publish world university 
rankings every year. These ranking results are mainly based on 
academic indicators, including research and teaching, with different 
weightings (Lin and Chen, 2021). With the rapid expansion of higher 
education and the increase in the number of universities, higher 
education has entered a new era of marketization. In the 21st century, 
higher education has become globalized, and the relationships among 
universities has become increasingly international. Hence, 
internationalization has become a global phenomenon in higher 
education. A country needs to improve its national competitiveness 
through international students and scholars. Higher education has 
also become increasingly competitive. Ensuring high-quality 
university education has become a public concern; thus, university 
rankings inform the public of university development in relation to 
other international universities (Hou, 2008b; Wang, 2015; Huang, 
2022; Huang and Wang, 2022).

Our current global education system is failing to address these 
alarming challenges and provide quality learning for everyone 
throughout life. We know that education today is not fulfilling its 
promise to help us shape peaceful, just, and sustainable societies. 
These findings were detailed in UNESCO’s Futures of Education 
Report in November 2021 which called for a new social contract for 
education (UNESCO, 2022).

In today’s globalized economy, educational policies are 
frequently translated from a global setting and recontextualised in a 
specific national context, and higher education is the foundation of 
a country’s competitiveness and provide quality learning for 
university students throughout life. The university focuses on the 
tasks of teaching, research, and public services, affecting the 
development of the economy, politics, society, and the country. 
International university rankings can therefore be used to attract 
global talent. World university rankings can enhance the reputation 
of universities and can be used to examine their quality. Moreover, 
world university rankings enable universities to compete and 
survive. Thus, some universities in Taiwan are committed to 
achieving higher rankings for sustainable development (Weng and 
Liao, 2016; Hsieh and Huisman, 2017).

However, some comments about World University Rankings in 
Taiwan. They claimed that higher education should not continue to 
learn China how to fight for rankings, but to learn from the West to 
fight for freedom of university governance. Taiwan’s government 
concentrates funds on a small number of universities to continue to 
pursue world university rankings, and sacrificing the rights and 
interests of the majority of university students, which will only make 
university education get worse (Lu, 2022).
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7. Conclusion and implications

Within the higher education system, research universities play a 
critical role in training the professionals, high-level specialists, 
scientists, and researchers needed by the economy and in generating 
new knowledge in support of the national innovation system. In this 
context, an increasingly pressing priority of many governments is to 
make sure that their top universities are considered as “world-class” 
(Salmi and Altbach, 2016).

This study investigated world university rankings, a crucial area 
of concern within the Taiwanese higher education system. First, 
university rankings as a university strategy in Taiwan. Due to declining 
birth rates, many universities in Taiwan face potential closure. 
Therefore, raising university rankings has become a strategy for 
universities to compete and survive for sustainable development.

Second, the study explored issues related to world university 
rankings. Third, Taiwanese universities that were among the top 500 
universities in the QS World University Rankings from 2021 to 2023 
were examined. This study determined that public universities enjoy 
more resources, possibly due to the pursuit of university rankings. 
Hence, the Taiwanese government should provide more teaching and 
research resources to universities that pursue world university 
rankings. Fourth, this study found that both National Taiwan 
University and Taipei Medical University promote teaching, research, 
and internationalization. Both universities also employ international 
professors, cooperate internationally on projects, and attract foreign 
students. The findings may serve as a reference for improving QS 
World University Rankings and promote the sustainable development 
of Taiwan’s higher education system, and understand global 
competition among universities in Taiwan’s higher education system.

Finally, this study found that both universities are improving 
their teaching, research, and internationalization based on the 

indicators of the QS World University Rankings and the development 
of school affairs. The universities employ international faculty, 
cooperate internationally on projects, developing cross-disciplinary 
research, strengthening innovation, and increasing 
internationalization and cooperation with research institutions, and 
attract foreign students for sustainable development. The findings 
may serve as a reference and implications for improving QS World 
University Rankings and promote the sustainable development of 
Taiwan’s higher education system, and understand global 
competition among universities.

Author contributions

All authors listed have made a substantial, direct, and intellectual 
contribution to the work and approved it for publication.

Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the 
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could 
be construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors 
and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, 
or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product 
that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its 
manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.

References
Aimee Grant (2022). Doing your research project with documents: A step-by-step guide 

to take you from start to finish. Old Park Hill Bristol: Policy Press

Balatsky, E. V., and Ekimova, N. A. (2020). Global competition of universities in the 
Mirror of international rankings. Her. Russ. Acad. Sci. 90, 417–427. doi: 10.1134/
S1019331620040073

Benner, M. (2020). “Becoming world class: what it means and what it does” in World 
Class Universities. Evaluating Education: Normative Systems and Institutional Practices. 
eds. S. Rider, M. A. Peters, M. Hyvönen and T. Besley (Singapore: Springer)

Bowen, G. A. (2009). Document analysis as a qualitative research method. Qual. Res. 
J. 9, 27–40. doi: 10.3316/QRJ0902027

Castillo-Paredes, A., Núñez-Valdés, K., Villegas Dianta, C., Villena Olivares, N., López 
Núñez, M., Fuentes-Rubio, M., et al. (2022). Teacher training in Chile: where are 
universities looking? A narrative review. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 19:12802. doi: 
10.3390/ijerph191912802

Chang, J. K. (2022). Internationalization of universities--Renmin University of China 
withdraws from international rankings, reflections on Taiwan's academic colonization. 
Available at: https://www.hk01.com/article/770833utm_source=01articlecopy&utm_
medium=referral (Accessed November 16, 2022).

Chen, C. L., and Chen, L. C. (2021). The impact of higher education expansion on the 
educational wage premium in Taiwan: 1985 to 2015. Int. J. Financ. Stud. 9:38. doi: 
10.3390/ijfs9030038

Chou, Z. C. (2010). Analysis on cross-strait interactive relations under the trend of 
globalization. J. Gen. Educ. 5, 105–130.

Fischer, C. Research Methods for Psychologists: Introduction Through Empirical Studies. 
USA, Elsevier Inc (2006).

Hazelkorn, E. (2013). “World-class universities or world-class systems: rankings 
and higher education policy choices” in Rankings and Accountability in Higher 
Education: Uses and Misuses. eds. E. Hazelkorn, P. Wells and M. Marope (Paris: 
UNESCO)

Holz, C. (2021). University rankings: Comparing apples and pears. Acad. Lett. 290. 
doi: 10.20935/AL290

Hou, Y. C. (2008a). Looking at three major trends in university rankings from the 
international symposium on higher education rankings: global and national 
perspectives. Eval. Bimonthly 14, 35–38.

Hou, Y. C. (2008b). Research on global and national university rankings. Taipei City, 
Taiwan: Higher Education.

Hsieh, C. C., and Huisman, J. (2017). Higher education policy change in the European 
higher education area: an explanation based on new institutionalism. Res. Pap. Educ. 32, 
71–83. doi: 10.1080/02671522.2015.1129645

Hsu, W.N (2022). Teaching, research prestige declines. National Taiwan University 
falls to 74th in the times world university rankings. Available at: https://udn.com/news/
story/6928/6681506 (Accessed November 16, 2022).

Huang, J. J. (2004). The new challenges of university general education in the era of 
globalization. Kaohsiung City, Taiwan: General Education Society of the Republic of China.

Huang, M. H. (2011a). A comparison of three major academic rankings for world 
universities: from a research evaluation perspective. J. Libr. Inform. Stud. 9, 1–25.

Huang, M. H. (2011b). Research paper quality rating in world university: comparison 
with other ranking systems. Rev. Bimonthly 29, 53–59.

Huang, R. C. (2022). National Taiwan University retreated to 74th in international 
rankings. Is it not strong enough or has another secret? Available at: https://udn.com/
news/story/6928/6738505 (Accessed November 16, 2022).

Huang, Y. C., and Wang, R. J. (2018). A comparison of the policies in Taiwan and 
South Korea for developing a “world-class university” and their outcomes. Adv. Soc. Sci. 
Res. J. 5, 489–500. doi: 10.14738/assrj.511.5696

Huang, Y. C., and Wang, R. J. (2022). A comparison of Korean and Taiwanese 
internationalization of higher education. Int. J. Educ. Res. 10, 143–160.  doi: 10.14738/
assrj.912.13561

https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2023.1185817
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.1134/S1019331620040073
https://doi.org/10.1134/S1019331620040073
https://doi.org/10.3316/QRJ0902027
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph191912802
https://www.hk01.com/article/770833utm_source=01articlecopy&utm_medium=referral
https://www.hk01.com/article/770833utm_source=01articlecopy&utm_medium=referral
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijfs9030038
https://doi.org/10.20935/AL290
https://doi.org/10.1080/02671522.2015.1129645
https://udn.com/news/story/6928/6681506
https://udn.com/news/story/6928/6681506
https://udn.com/news/story/6928/6738505
https://udn.com/news/story/6928/6738505
https://doi.org/10.14738/assrj.511.5696
https://doi.org/10.14738/assrj.912.13561
https://doi.org/10.14738/assrj.912.13561


Wang and Shih 10.3389/feduc.2023.1185817

Frontiers in Education 08 frontiersin.org

Hung, N. T., and Yen, K. L. (2022). Towards sustainable internationalization of higher 
education: innovative marketing strategies for international student recruitment. 
Sustain. For. 14:8522. doi: 10.3390/su14148522

Kang, J. S. (2015). Initiatives for change in Korean higher education: quest for 
excellence of world-class universities. Int. Educ. Stud. 8, 169–180. doi: 10.5539/ies.
v8n7p169

Kifor, C. V., Teodorescu, D., Andrei, T., and Săvescu, R. (2021). Research production 
and international visibility in higher education: The evolution of Romanian universities 
from 2011 to 2019. Sustain. For. 13:13362. doi: 10.3390/su132313362

Li, X. (2023). Sequence model and prediction for sustainable enrollments in Chinese 
universities. Sustain. For. 15:214. doi: 10.3390/su15010214

Liao, P. Y. (2011). A comparison of world university rankings: Bibliometrics 
orientation. Master's Thesis, Department of Library and Information Science, National 
Taiwan University, Taipei City.

Lin, J. H. (2020). Inherit and innovate, and move towards a world-class university. 
(ed.) Taipei Medical University. Taipei City: Taipei Medical University, p. 5.

Lin, F. Y., and Chen, J. C. (2015). Top university ranking systems of North America: 
U.S. News & World Report and Maclean's in Canada. J. Educ. Res. 257, 27–41.

Lin, W. C., and Chen, C. (2021). Novel world university rankings combining 
academic, environmental and resource indicators. Sustain. For. 13:13873. doi: 
10.3390/su132413873

Lu, R. (2022). Universities don't just pursue rankings! Sacrificing the rights and 
interests of most university students, which will only make university education get 
worse. Available at: https://udn.com/umedia/story/12762/4834084 (Accessed October 
28, 2022).

Ministry of Education (2022). Education in Taiwan (2022-2023).  Taipei City: Ministry 
of Education.

Muñoz-Suárez, M., Guadalajara, N., and Osca, J. M. (2020). A comparative analysis 
between global university rankings and environmental sustainability of universities. 
Sustain. For. 12:5759. doi: 10.3390/su12145759

National Taipei University of Science and Technology (2021). Ranked firmly in the 
top  500, and the QS world ranking of National Taipei University of science and 
technology jumped to 469th. Available at: https://www.ntut.edu.tw/ (Accessed 
December 26, 2021).

National Taiwan University (2022). About Taiwan University. Available at: https://
www.ntu.edu.tw/about/about.html (Accessed November 16, 2022).

Nixon, J. (2020). “Disorderly identities: university rankings and the re-ordering of the 
academic mind” in World Class Universities. Evaluating Education: Normative Systems 
and Institutional Practices. eds. S. Rider, M. A. Peters, M. Hyvönen and T. Besley 
(Singapore: Springer)

Pan, J.G. (2022). The 2022 World university rankings have been released, and a total 
of 40 Taiwanese universities have entered the list! National Taiwan University falls out 
of the top 100, and Peking University jumps to nearly 100. Available at: https://www.
storm.mg/lifestyle/3917328 (Accessed November 16, 2022).

Peters, M. A. (2010). Re-imagining the University in the Global era. Policy Futures 
Educ 8, 151–165. doi: 10.2304/pfie.2010.8.2.151

Quacquarelli Symonds (2020). QS world university rankings 2021. Available at: 
https://www.topuniversities.com/university-rankings/world-university-rankings/2021 
(Accessed October 28, 2022).

Quacquarelli Symonds (2022a). QS world university rankings 2022. Available at: 
https://www.topuniversities.com/university-rankings/world-university-rankings/2022 
(Accessed October 28, 2022).

Quacquarelli Symonds (2022b). QS world university rankings methodology: 
Using rankings to start your university search. Available at: https://www.
topuniversities.com/qs-world-university-rankings/methodology (Accessed 
October 28, 2022)

Quacquarelli Symonds (2023). Top global universities. QS world university rankings’ 
metrics analysis. Available at: https://www.topuniversities.com/university-rankings/
world-university-rankings/2023

Rijal, M. (2021). Integrated curriculum practice: an inclusive and creative practice. 
Acad. Lett. 3324. doi: 10.20935/AL3324

Salcedo, M. D. C. N. (2022). Perception of blended learning in faculty and 
students of higher learning. Int. J. Educ. Pract. 10, 227–236. doi: 10.18488/61.
v10i3.3069

Salmi, J., and Altbach, P. G. (2016). “World-class universities” in Encyclopedia of 
International Higher Education Systems and Institutions. eds. J. Shin and P. Teixeira 
(Dordrecht: Springer)

Salmi, J., and Saroyan, A. (2007). League tables as policy instruments: uses and 
misuses. Higher Educ. Manag. Policy 19, 1–38. doi: 10.1787/hemp-v19-art10-en

Sánchez-Carracedo, F., Moreno-Pino, F. M., Romero-Portillo, D., and Sureda, B. 
(2021). Education for sustainable development in Spanish university education degrees. 
Sustain. For. 13:1467. doi: 10.3390/su13031467

Sibal, K. (2011). Preface in The road to academic excellence: The making of world-
class research universities. (eds.) Philip G. Altbach and Jamil Salmi The World Bank, 
Washington, D. C. xiii-xv.

Su, H. T., and Liang, H. M. (2016). The current situation, predicament and coping 
strategies of Chinese universities in the face of various world university rankings: an 
analysis and exploration of the pedagogy and critical discourse of the oppressed. Taiwan 
Educ. Rev. Monthly 5, 41–48.

Taipei Medical University (2021). QS world university rankings" announces that 
Taipei Medical University ranks among the top 400 in the world. Available at: https://
oge.tmu.edu.tw/zh-hant/ (Accessed October 28, 2022).

Taipei Medical University (2023). QS World University Rankings. Taipei Medical 
University ranks in the top 400. Available at: https://oge.tmu.edu.tw/zh-hant/ (Accessed 
October 28, 2022).

Tian, M. X. (2022). University rankings are good business! Demystifying how the 
world's top  3 institutions operate the list. Available at: https://www.cw.com.tw/
article/5094072 (Accessed October 28, 2022).

UNESCO (2022). The turning point: Why we must transform education now. 
Available at: https://www.unesco.org/en/articles/turning (Accessed October 28, 
2022)

Usher, A., and Savino, M. (2007). A global survey of university ranking and league 
tables. High. Educ. Eur. 32, 5–15. doi: 10.1080/03797720701618831

Wang, R. J. (2002). From elitism to mass higher education in Taiwan: The problems 
faced. High. Educ. 46, 261–287. doi: 10.1023/A:1025320312531

Wang, R. J. (2015). Analysis of the QS world university rankings. J. Educ. Res. 257, 
5–25.

Wang, R-J, and Shih, Y-H (2022). Improving the quality of teacher education for 
sustainable development of Taiwan’s education system: A systematic review on the 
research issues of teacher education after the implementation of 12-year national 
basic education. Front. Psychol. 13:921839. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.921839

Wang, M., and Zhou, C. (2023). How does graduate training promote sustainable 
development of higher education: evidence from China’s “double first-class” universities’ 
programs. Sustain. For. 15:944. doi: 10.3390/su15020944

Weng, F. Y., and Liao, C. J. (2016). Value positioning and promotion of university 
rankings. Taiwan Educ. Rev. Monthly 5, 9–16.

World Economic Forum (2015). Why are university rankings so important? Available at: 
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2015/12/why-are-university-rankings-so-important/ 
(Accessed October 28, 2022).

Wu, C. S., and Lin, T. Y. (2010). Education noun: university rankings. Educ. Mater. 
Res. 97, 129–130.

Ye, Y. H., and Shih, Y. H. (2020). Environmental education for children in Taiwan: 
importance, purpose, and teaching methods. Univ. J. Educ. Res. 8, 1572–1578. doi: 
10.13189/ujer.2020.080451

Ye, Y. H., and Shih, Y. H. (2021). Development of John Dewey’s educational philosophy 
and its implications for children’s education. Policy Futures Educ. 19, 877–890. doi: 
10.1177/1478210320987678

https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2023.1185817
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.3390/su14148522
https://doi.org/10.5539/ies.v8n7p169
https://doi.org/10.5539/ies.v8n7p169
https://doi.org/10.3390/su132313362
https://doi.org/10.3390/su15010214
https://doi.org/10.3390/su132413873
https://udn.com/umedia/story/12762/4834084
https://doi.org/10.3390/su12145759
https://www.ntut.edu.tw/
https://www.ntu.edu.tw/about/about.html
https://www.ntu.edu.tw/about/about.html
https://www.storm.mg/lifestyle/3917328
https://www.storm.mg/lifestyle/3917328
https://doi.org/10.2304/pfie.2010.8.2.151
https://www.topuniversities.com/university-rankings/world-university-rankings/2021
https://www.topuniversities.com/university-rankings/world-university-rankings/2022
https://www.topuniversities.com/qs-world-university-rankings/methodology
https://www.topuniversities.com/qs-world-university-rankings/methodology
https://www.topuniversities.com/university-rankings/world-university-rankings/2023
https://www.topuniversities.com/university-rankings/world-university-rankings/2023
https://doi.org/10.20935/AL3324
https://doi.org/10.18488/61.v10i3.3069
https://doi.org/10.18488/61.v10i3.3069
https://doi.org/10.1787/hemp-v19-art10-en
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13031467
https://oge.tmu.edu.tw/zh-hant/
https://oge.tmu.edu.tw/zh-hant/
https://oge.tmu.edu.tw/zh-hant/
https://www.cw.com.tw/article/5094072
https://www.cw.com.tw/article/5094072
https://www.unesco.org/en/articles/turning
https://doi.org/10.1080/03797720701618831
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1025320312531
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.921839
https://doi.org/10.3390/su15020944
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2015/12/why-are-university-rankings-so-important/
https://doi.org/10.13189/ujer.2020.080451
https://doi.org/10.1177/1478210320987678

	What are universities pursuing? A review of the Quacquarelli Symonds world university rankings of Taiwanese universities (2021–2023)
	1. Introduction
	1.1. Global competition of universities for sustainable development
	1.2. Concerns and debates in the higher education community
	1.3. Top universities are expected to have high world university rankings in Taiwan

	2. Research method
	2.1. Documentary analysis
	2.2. Case discussion

	3. Relevant topics
	3.1. University rankings as a university strategy in Taiwan
	3.2. University rankings
	3.3. World university rankings
	3.4. Advantages of QS world university rankings
	3.5. Disputes of QS world university rankings

	4. Quacquarelli symonds world university rankings
	5. QS world university rankings in Taiwan’s universities
	5.1. Taiwanese universities in top 500 universities in the QS world university rankings from 2021 to 2023
	5.2. Two cases for sustainable development: National Taiwan University and Taipei Medical University
	5.2.1. National Taiwan University
	5.2.2. Taipei Medical University
	5.2.3. Discussion for sustainable development in two universities

	6. Reflections
	7. Conclusion and implications
	Author contributions
	Conflict of interest
	Publisher’s note

	References

