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An elite group of six global 
“super-brands” has widened its 
lead over the rest of the world’s 

top universities in the third edition of 
the Times Higher Education World 
Reputation Rankings.

The Anglo-American sextet – 
Harvard University, the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology, the universities 
of Cambridge and Oxford, the Univer-
sity of California, Berkeley and Stan-
ford University – stand significantly 
ahead of the rest of the pack in the 
annual top 100 list.

A stark gap between the top six and 
the seventh-placed institution was 
identified in the inaugural reputation 
rankings in 2011, and while individual 
positions within the legion of super-
brands have changed since then, the 
gap between that group and the rest 
has widened each year – from 32 points 
in 2011 to 34.4 points in 2013 (see 
methodology, page 12).

“We shouldn’t be surprised that the 
most highly regarded universities don’t 
change over time, as reputation is reflec-
tive in higher education, much more so 
than fast-moving consumer goods or 
Hollywood,” says Louise Simpson, 
director of the World 100 Reputation 
Network of top-ranked universities.

“Reputation is like a supertanker: 
it’s pretty hard to turn around unless 
you do something very wrong…Those 
six über-universities are the ones 
people want to believe are the best: 
they are well visited, very rich and 
beautiful to look at.”

Such stellar reputation results,  
she adds, can transcend hard data. 

“The top six universities are like 
the most beautiful cities in the world, 
reputable even if they have failing 
sewers, arrogant mayors and dodgy 
no-go areas,” Simpson says. 

“A folklore builds up around them, 
as do money and fans. Even academics, 
who prefer citations as evidence of 
academic excellence, want to work at 
a university that leverages its own 
personal brand by attracting top 
donations and prestigious partners.”

Reputation is clearly a subjective 
indicator, but it is one that has real-
world impact, says Mark Sudbury, 

Outside the legion of ‘super-brands’ that occupies the top of the table,  
a number of players are strengthening their positions, Phil Baty discovers
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Country
Number of top 

100 institutions Top institution Top institution rank

US 43 Harvard University 1
UK 9 University of Cambridge 3
Australia 6 University of Melbourne 39
Germany 5 Ludwig-Maximilians-Universität Munchen 44
Japan 5 University of Tokyo 9
Netherlands 5 Delft University of Technology 51-60
France 4 Université Paris-Sorbonne 71-80
Canada 3 University of Toronto 16
Hong Kong 3 University of Hong Kong 36
Sweden 3 Karolinska Institute 61-70
Switzerland 2 ETH Zürich – Swiss Federal University  

of Technology, Zürich
=20

Republic of Korea 2 Seoul National University 41
Singapore 2 National University of Singapore 22
China 2 Tsinghua University 35
Israel 1 Hebrew University of Jerusalem 71-80
Russian Federation 1 Lomonosov Moscow State University =50
Turkey 1 Middle East Technical University 51-60
Taiwan 1 National Taiwan University 51-60
Belgium 1 Katholieke Universiteit Leuven 71-80
Brazil 1 University of São Paulo 61-70
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director of communications at Univer-
sity College London. 

“Reputation is becoming less of a 
nebulous concept for universities: often 
seen in the past as merely a reflection 
of historical influence that can’t be 
affected in the short term, it is now 
recognised as a key component in deci-
sions affecting future success,” he 
says. “It really does matter what key 
audience groups think and are saying 
about universities, as it affects their 
ability to access funding at a strategic 
level and to recruit and retain the best 
students and staff.”

A recent study for the World 100 
Reputation Network found that insti-
tutional reputation was the number one 
factor for international academic staff 
changing jobs. And research by over-
seas student recruitment agency IDP 
found that more students named the 
“international ranking/reputation” of 
a university as the most important 
consideration in choosing where to 
study than any other factor. 

“In an increasingly competitive and 
global environment, reputation is also 
becoming central to the ability of insti-

tutions to engage in the best collabor-
ations and partnerships,” says Sudbury. 
“Understanding your audiences and 
playing to your strengths has never 
been more important.”

As in previous reputation rankings, 
the US dominates the 2013 list, 
taking seven of the top 10 places, 

28 of the top 50 and 43 of the top 100.
Although the US has two fewer insti-

tutions in the top 50 compared with 
2012 and one fewer in the top 100, in 
general the nation has maintained a 
firm grip on the table, despite inter
national concerns over serious funding 
cuts at its leading state institutions.

Of the US institutions that were in 
the top 50 last year, 12 have fallen, 
eight have held their ground (including 
Harvard in first place, MIT in second 
and Berkeley in fifth) and 10 have 
improved their positions.

One of the big US stars in this year’s 
reputation rankings is New York 
University. NYU sat in the 51-60 band 
in 2011, rose to 34th position in 2012 
and now occupies 29th place in a 
generally stable league table.

NYU’s rise from what its president 
John Sexton calls “a good regional 
school” to a “top-tier research univer-
sity” is down to two key factors.

First and foremost, says Sexton, is 
a renewed focus on academic staff. 

“The quality of a university’s faculty 
is the single most important determin-
ant of the quality of the research and 
education it provides,” he argues. 
“Across its schools, NYU focused on 
attracting and retaining the very best 
faculty – scholars who, in addition to 
being at the forefront of their disci-
plines, are entrepreneurial and ambi-
tious; who want their work to have 
broad impact; and who are committed 
to sharing the excitement of discovery 
with their students.”

The strategy seems to have worked: 
among NYU’s faculty are three Nobel 
laureates and three winners of the Abel 
Prize for mathematics recognised since 
2001.

The second factor is the establish-
ment of NYU as a “global network uni-
versity” from its base in perhaps the 
world’s most international city.

Sexton is at pains to point out that 
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