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Rankings are the outcome of long-term

institutional strategy:
What the QS rankings 2027 really reveal

A strategic analysis of the global shifts shaping long-term
institutional momentum.

Every year, the QS World University Rankings release to a flurry of questions:
Which universities topped the list? Which ones dropped? Which countries made their presence felt?

While these questions are relevant, they tell us where a university stands today. However, the ranking position of aninstitution is anything
but an annual performance report. It is a snapshot of long-term decisions a university has made over the years. This includes investments
in research infrastructure, international partnerships, faculty recruitment, and student support, among others. Each of these decisions
plays a significant role in building the reputation of the institution over time. So, the ranking should not be viewed as a goal to chase, but an
outcome of institutional excellence. It should be read as a strategic indicator of whether the long-term priorities of an institution are
translating into global recognition.

The global trends
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Inover 1,200 universities tracked at individual-rank level (the rest 1,504 fall into rank bands rather than a specific position), the ranking of
613 universities shifted downward while those of 310 improved. While 292 of them, which is roughly a quarter, held their exact position
this year. As the competition is getting stiffer over the years, holding the same position often signals relative stability rather than forward
momentum. The question is no longer "Can universities compete globally?" Instead, the more important question is, "How can they
continue to stand out and create impact?"

Established systems and shifting dynamics

Among the 184 ranked universities from the US, 85 moved downward while 19 improved their rank. This indicates that the
decline-to-improvement ratio is around 4.5 to 1. Further, 36 US universities dropped by more than 20 places. A similar streak is seen
among universities in the UK, where 15 of them fell by more than 20 places. Universities in Germany, France, Canada, and some
long-established European systems also experienced limited upward movement in terms of overall ranking. This suggests the downward
shift is most visible in the US, but the trend is seen across these established systems.

Traditionally, the US, UK, Canada, and Australia or the "Big Four" have been at the top of international student recruitment. The QS
analysis shows that this will fall from around 40% to 34% by 2030. What makes the universities stand out within these established systems
is their strategy. Those that actively strengthen research collaboration, employer engagement, and international visibility continue to
create clearer differentiation even when other variables shift.



The rise of the challengers and driving factors

The strongest predictor of rankings is not the university’s country of origin; rather, it’s the partnership strategy. The UAE, Saudi Arabia,
Italy, and India each saw more than half of their ranked universities improve. The UAE recorded nine universities moving up in rank and
Saudi Arabia 12. China had 29 universities climb more than 20 places and South Korea had 10. These universities have strong international
research collaboration. QS’s analysis confirms that these universities are building global partnership networks and performed the
strongest in International Research Network. They are also actively communicating their strengths in ways that register with the
academics and decision makers.
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From measuring outcomes to enabling success:
Looking beyond QS 2027

Ultimately, sustained rankings reflect what universities’ focus, and priorities have been over the years. Their partnerships and how
effectively their work is perceived have a significant impact with research reputation acting as a key enabler. To translate that into
stronger outcomes in future cycles, university leaders should focus on ways to help researchers and universities thrive. Although priorities
may differ across universities, some broad strategic questions decision makers should reflect on are:

o How effectively are researchers being supported throughout the publication process?
e Areresearch outputs reaching the right audience?
® How visible is institutional research within international scholarly communities?

® Are institutional strengths being communicated effectively?

Therefore, universities that want to stay ahead of the curve should invest in foundations that enable long-term success. Those that climbed
the rankings have shown the importance of strengthening partnerships and improving visibility and building a strong digital presence to
ensure that institutional strengths reach the audiences that matter. When these foundations are in place, stronger rankings often become
a natural outcome. After all, the rankings are simply where the underlying work becomes visible.

This is the first in a series exploring the strategic story behind the QS World University Rankings 2027.
Stay tuned for more articles that explore the stories and trends underlying the rankings.

Stop managing the rank.
Start managing what makes it possible.

CACTUS works with institutional leadership and research offices to strengthen

the research impact, international reputation, and digital presence that
underpin long-term ranking performance.

Contact us at partnership@cactusglobal.com to find out more. Scan to connect
with our expert
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