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are making contributions in many 
 different ways and in many different 
countries.

One of the most noticeable things 
about the list is its diversity: the top 10 
alone includes eight countries (com-
pared with just two at the apex of the 
2012-13 World University Rankings).

The Republic of Korea has two top 
10 representatives: the Pohang Uni-
versity of Science and Technology 
(Postech) retains the top spot, while 
the Korea Advanced Institute of Sci-
ence and Technology moves from fifth 
last year to third. Both benefit from 
being small, highly focused specialists 
backed by serious financial muscle.

Switzerland’s École Polytechnique 
Fédérale de Lausanne holds on to 
 second place, while the Hong Kong 
University of Science and Technology 
takes fourth. In fifth is the top US 

 institution, the University of California, 
Irvine (see page 24).

Maastricht takes sixth, followed by 
the University of York, the UK’s top-
rated 100 Under 50 representative, 
which has risen one place to seventh. 
At eighth is Nanyang Techno logical 
University, Singapore’s only represent-
ative in the table. The top 10 is com-
pleted by France’s Université Pierre et 
Marie Curie in ninth and  Université 
Paris-Sud in 10th.

“The top 10 is very diverse in terms 
of the countries represented, but there 
are some clear common features: it is 
dominated by smaller, specialist 
 technology-focused institutions,” says 
Simon Pratt, product manager for 
 institutional research at Thomson 
 Reuters, which leads the data 
 collection and analysis process for the 
THE rankings.

“They benefit from the concen-
tration of resources and clear strategic 
focus: they may be young but they have 
created a clear niche for  themselves 
and have developed world-class 
research quickly.”

The top 100 list includes repre-
sentatives from 28 countries, but 
the overall national “winner” in 

terms of the number of institutions 
featured is the UK, which has 18 
universities in the table.

Seventh-placed York is followed by 
a close-knit pack: the University of 
Warwick (13th), Lancaster University 
(14th) and the University of East 
Anglia (16th).

Three other British institutions 
make the top 50: the University of 
Essex (joint 29th), the University of 
Bath (joint 34th) and Brunel University 
(44th).

All these top 50 universities were 
founded in a three-year window 
between 1963 (the cut-off date for 
inclusion in this year’s 100 Under 50) 
and 1966. This was an era of dramatic 
expansion in UK higher education, 
growth already under way by the time 
of the publi cation of the 1963 Robbins 
report. It established the principle that 
“higher education should be available 
for all those who are qualified by  ability 
and attainment” (see page 22).

Malcolm Tight, professor of higher 
education at Lancaster, says: “Clearly, 
in the UK and many other countries, 
there is a general relationship between 
a university’s age and its perceived 
standing. Thus, Oxbridge and the older 
parts of the University of London are 
typically the highest-rated higher 
 education institutions in the UK, while 
the most recently established univer-
sities tend to be the lowest rated. But 
the relationship between age and rank 
is far from perfect.

“For example, several of the campus 
or ‘plate-glass’ universities established 
in the 1960s have established repu-
tations that exceed those of some of the 
older civic ones.”

So how have those UK institutions 
now celebrating (or set to celebrate) 
their 50th anniversaries managed to 
join the ranks of the world-class in 

 “There is much to be said for the 
vitality of youth,” says Martin 
Paul, president of Maastricht 

University in the Netherlands. “It 
brings with it a naturally pioneering 
and entrepreneurial spirit that older 
institutions have to work hard at to 
match.”

And Paul should know: Maastricht, 
just 37 years old, climbed 82 places 
to 115th position in the 2012-13 Times 
Higher Education World University 
Rankings and has now grabbed a top 
10 spot in the 2013 100 Under 50, 
occupying sixth place.

But beyond a certain “vitality”, 
what’s the secret of Maastricht’s 
 success? “Our position in the THE 100 
Under 50 underlines the value of a 
modern approach to higher education 
– one where multidisciplinary research 
and teaching are designed to have a 
high level of relevance and application 
to the societal and economic challenges 
of the 21st century,” Paul says.

“Our programmes produce highly 
employable graduates for the European 
and global labour markets, and to many 
students this is more relevant today 
than century-old traditions.”

Founded in 1976 in the city now 
perhaps best known for the treaty that 
established the European Union in 
1992, Maastricht University, one of  
the youngest of the Netherlands’ 13  
public research-intensive institutions, 
strongly emphasises its international 
outlook (where it scores highly in  
the ranking). It bills itself as a fully 
bilingual university, teaching and 
 publishing in Dutch and English, and 
boasts that 50 per cent of its 16,000 
students hail from abroad.

Its teaching is focused on “problem-
based learning” attuned to professional 
demands, and it has organised its 
research activities around “socially 
relevant” themes, including “quality 
of life” and “a globalising world”, that 
bring together a range of disciplines 
and international partners.

“We very much welcome THE’s 100 
Under 50 ranking, as we feel it  
provides timely acknowledgement of 
the significant contribution that young 
universities make,” Paul adds.

The institutions listed in the  ranking 

Phil Baty on the institutions creating valuable niches for themselves in a fast-changing environment

Emergent properties

 Number of  Highest ranked  
Country institutions institution Rank

YOUNG MASTERS: BREAKDOWN BY COUNTRY

 UK 18 University of York 7 
 Australia 13 Queensland University of Technology =26 
 US 8 University of California, Irvine 5 
 France 7 Université Pierre et Marie Curie 9 
 Spain 6 Autonomous University of Barcelona 22 
 Taiwan 5 National Sun Yat-Sen University 37 
 Canada 4 University of Victoria =20 
 Germany 4 Universität Konstanz =20 
 Hong Kong 4 Hong Kong University of Science and Technology 4 
 Portugal 3 Aveiro University =66 
 Sweden 3 Umeå University =29 
 Austria 2 Medical University of Vienna =49 
 Denmark 2 University of Southern Denmark 38 
 Finland 2 University of Eastern Finland =61 
 Republic of Ireland 2 National University of Ireland, Maynooth 74 
 Republic of Korea 2 Pohang University of Science and Technology 1 
 New Zealand 2 University of Waikato 46 
 Saudi Arabia 2 King Abdulaziz University 68 
 Turkey 2 Koç University 31 
 Brazil 1 State University of Campinas 28 
 Greece 1 University of Crete =53 
 Iran 1 Sharif University of Technology 47 
 Italy 1 University of Milan-Bicocca =23 
 Japan 1 University of Tsukuba =49 
 Netherlands 1 Maastricht University 6 
 Norway 1 University of Tromsø 56 
 Singapore 1 Nanyang Technological University 8 
 Switzerland 1 École Polytechnique Fédérale de Lausanne 2 




