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The positioning of a university in the various 
published league tables has become something 
of an obsession. So much so that it is easy to 

forget that the tables are a very recent invention. The 
very fi rst league tables were published in 1983 by 
US News and World Report. Now there are dozens 
of them in the US, both for whole universities and 
for individual subject disciplines. In the UK, the fi rst 
published rankings did not appear until 2001. Now 
three newspapers, the Sunday Times, The Guardian 
and The Times publish national tables, which are 
largely focused on issues relevant to students apply-
ing for undergraduate courses. 

Even more recently, two global league tables have 
appeared. The fi rst one was developed by Shanghai 
Jiao Tong University in 2003, the second by the Times 
Higher Education Supplement in London in 2004. 
The rankings in those tables differ quite markedly, 
for reasons I shall explore.  

It is easy to criticise these league tables. In the fi rst 
place, the whole concept of universities in competition 
with each other is a slightly doubtful one. Universities 
are not like soccer teams, constantly seeking promo-
tion or trying to avoid relegation. Also, the league 
tables tend to focus on universities as corporate 
entities, whereas they are collections of departments 
which, in turn, are collections of individual scholars. 
Also, there are many oddities in the way the tables are 
constructed. On some of the UK tables a university 
can push itself up the table by simply spending more 
money on libraries, for example. It does not matter 
if that money is spent well or badly. Or, since the 
percentage of international faculty is a key factor in 
one table, you could move up the table by replacing 
expensive British professors with cheap, overseas 
doctoral students. It is to be hoped, therefore, that 
universities do not manage themselves solely with 
reference to the impact of their decisions on their 
league standing.

Also, there is evidence that the linkage between 
rankings and student demand is very loose indeed. A 
recent academic study showed that there is broadly 
no correlation in the UK between league table posi-
tion and applications. Students may look at league 
tables, and many do, but they do not appear to 
be a decisive infl uence on the choice of institution 
students eventually make.

All that said, the tables are still published, and will no 
doubt continue to be – though one or two compilers 
have given up, notably the Financial Times in relation 

Table talk
University league tables – how 
much do they infl uence you? 
Younger graduates may have 
consulted them enthusiastically. 
Older graduates may still be 
unaware of their existence. 
Howard Davies offers his 
perspective.

to whole universities (though it still publishes important 
rankings of management programmes). So what do 
these tables say about LSE?

In the domestic tables we do pretty well, and 
indeed our position has been tending to improve a 
little over the years. It is not a surprise that Oxford 
and Cambridge always fi ght it out for the top two 
positions, with Imperial College, UCL and ourselves 
typically occupying the next three slots. There is 
not much sign of these relative positions changing, 
though interestingly LSE has in the last couple of 
years become the most sought after university in 
the country in terms of applications per place. We 
receive around 15 applications per place compared 
to only six at Oxford and at Cambridge. The tables 
themselves are driven by a variety of factors, includ-
ing staff-student ratios, expenditure on facilities and 
starting salaries on graduation (where we do very 
well). They are also infl uenced by teaching qual-
ity scores from the Quality Assurance Agency and 
by the ranking a university receives in the research 
assessment exercise which is carried out across 
the country every seven years or so. In the last one 
our average position in the subjects we teach was 
second, overall, which has helped our position in 
other league tables since 2001. 

In the two international league tables the competi-
tion is far more intense, of course. In every year of 
both international tables Harvard has come fi rst, 
with the rest of the world’s universities strung out 
beneath it. 

In the case of the Shanghai Jiao Tong table I am 
afraid you have to look quite a long way to fi nd LSE. 
We are ranked somewhere between 200 and 300 
(the table does not provide a more precise ranking 
than that). Why so? Well, the compilers of the table 
themselves acknowledge that the heavy weight they 
give to Nobel Prizes and Field medals creates a natu-
ral bias in favour of the hard sciences, where most of 
the Nobel Prizes are given, and against universities 
which focus on the arts and humanities or on the 
social sciences, as we do. They have attempted to 
correct this bias somewhat in the latest edition, which 
pushed us up a bracket, but given the methodology 

there is no chance that we would appear in the top 
50. I think we simply have to live with that. 

The Times Higher Education Supplement table is 
constructed in a rather different way. Its assessment 
of the research and academic standing of universities 
is driven largely by a peer review process, whereby 
over 1,000 academics are asked to rank the faculties 
of other institutions in their discipline. In the fi rst and 
second editions of the table, LSE was ranked number 
11 worldwide. That seemed a very positive position 
to be in, and indeed I was slightly surprised that we 
were so high. We were therefore not astonished when 
in 2006 we appeared at number 17 worldwide. In 
fact, our own position has not deteriorated at all, but 
there appears to have been some reassessment of 
staff-student ratios in other universities which has 
pushed a few above us.

The Times Higher also produces another table 
which we regard as somewhat more relevant to us, 
which is a derivative of the main table but focusing 
on the social sciences alone (see below). In the 
fi rst two years of the table we came second in the 
social sciences internationally – once again after the 
inevitable Harvard. In the third edition we had slipped 
one place to come third behind Oxford and Harvard. 
Disappointing, but in the relatively fi ne gradations 
which lie behind these rankings I would not attach 
very much signifi cance to a decline of one place. If we 
continually fell outside the top half dozen in the social 
sciences that would be a cause for concern.

I imagine that all university heads broadly share 
my own view of these tables. They are terrifi c and 
unquestioned when you score well and better than 
last time. They are fatally fl awed and fundamentally 
unfair when you move in the opposite direction.  ■

Howard Davies
is director of LSE. 

Rank University Country Social science score

1 Oxford UK 100.0

2 Harvard US 98.5

3 LSE UK 94.9

4 Cambridge UK 90.8

5 Berkeley US 89.2

6 Australian National University Australia 85.0

7 Yale US 81.2

8 Stanford US 81.2

9 Chicago US 75.3

10 Melbourne Australia 73.0

Culture clash or culture club?

world as a whole between Muslims and non-Muslims 
had 85 per cent of non-Muslims saying they thought 
there was a fairly or very serious confl ict, but only 67 
per cent of Muslims saying so. 

In presenting our research at various universities, we 
have been surprised by how many people react by 
saying our results are all wrong because they know 
there is a serious culture clash. But there is a serious 
concern that this ‘knowledge’ is simply wrong. There 
may not be much of a problem with immigrants and 
minorities in Britain thinking of themselves as British, 
but there may be a bigger problem in the refusal of 
the indigenous white population to see these groups 
as British.  ■

Alan Manning
is a professor of economics at LSE and director of the 
Labour Markets Programme at the School’s Centre for 
Economic Performance. 

Sanchari Roy 
is a PhD student in the Department of Economics and 
a member of the Economics of Organisation and Public 
Policy research group at LSE.

Download a copy of the discussion paper at 
http://cep.lse.ac.uk/pubs/default.asp

The graph above shows that new immigrants almost 
never think of themselves as British, but the longer 
they remain in the UK the more likely they are to do 
so. This process of assimilation is faster for some 
immigrant groups than others, but not in the way 
that might be expected. For example, Muslims are 
not less likely to feel British than those from other 
backgrounds, and immigrants from Pakistan and 
Bangladesh assimilate into a British identity much 
faster than average, while those from Western Europe 
and the United States do so more slowly, with Italians 
standing out as the group which assimilates least into 
a British identity. We fi nd evidence that immigrants 
from poorer and less democratic countries assimilate 
faster into a British identity. Part but not all of this 
can be explained by a greater tendency among the 
latter group to take up citizenship.

Rights and responsibilities

This last fi nding might lead one to argue that whether 
people think of themselves as British is not a mean-
ingful indicator of whether they feel they belong, nor 
of their integration in British life and values. There is 
little concern about the fact that Italians rarely seem 
to come to think of themselves as British because 
it is felt that Italians have similar views on the way in 
which society should be run. So, it is conceivable 
that those born in Britain call themselves British 
(because that is what their passport says they are) 
but they espouse a variety of diverse values. For 
some it might be that their country of birth means 
that they automatically think of themselves as British, 
while for others it might be the values (good or bad) 
that Britain represents to them which lead to their 
identifying themselves as British.

It was to examine the values that may lie behind 
notions of British identity that we also conducted 
an analysis of the determinants of views on rights 
and responsibilities. But, our fi ndings here are very 
similar – immigrants are very slightly less likely to have 
views on rights and responsibilities that are generally 
held by popular concensus to be ‘desirable’, but the 
differences are much smaller than the differences 
among the UK born population of different ages 
and with different levels of education. It is also true 
that the immigrant groups who emerge as having 
different values from the UK born population are not 
the ones which have become the focus of the most 
public concern, for example, Muslims do not have 
signifi cantly different values.

These fi ndings strongly suggest that the UK is not 
riven by large scale culture clash, contrary to what 
many people seem to believe. This is not to deny 
the existence of some people who are prepared to 
use violence to further their agenda but our evidence 
suggests that these are a tiny minority. For example, 
the 2003 British Social Attitudes Survey asked the 
respondents to say whether they agreed or disagreed 
with the statement ‘Muslims are more loyal to Mus-
lims than to Britain’. Of the non-Muslim respondents 
only 9 per cent disagreed, with a further 25 per cent 
neither agreeing nor disagreeing. But, among the 
Muslim respondents (who we might expect to be 
better-informed on the subject) 45 per cent disagreed, 
a signifi cant difference even though the survey only 
contained 20 Muslim respondents. And 62 per cent 
of non-Muslim respondents thought there was a 
fairly or very serious confl ict between Muslims and 
non-Muslims in Britain, compared to 27 per cent 
of Muslims. Another question about confl icts in the 
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