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Abstract. This study explores the influence of international university
rankings on university management in Latin America. The objective is
to identify and analyze the main indicators used in these rankings and
their impact on strategic decisions. A theoretical review methodology was
employed to explore the relationship between the indicators and university
management. The results, derived from a systematic analysis of key ranking
indicators and their documented impact on university strategic decisions,
reveal the specific areas where these indicators exert substantial influence
on institutional reputation and global positioning, particularly within the
Latin American context. The study concludes by emphasizing the critical
consideration of ranking indicators and by providing recommendations for
strategic decision-making in Latin American universities aimed at targeted
improvements in areas such as research quality, internationalization, and
talent attraction, thereby contributing to the advancement of knowledge
in the field of higher education in the region.

Keywords: International rankings, universities, indicators, university
management, Latin America.

Indicadores clave en los rankings universitarios internacionales:
algunas consideraciones para la toma de decisiones estratégicas

Resumen. Este estudio explora la influencia de los rankings universitarios
internacionales en la gestién universitaria en América Latina. El objetivo es
identificar y analizar los principales indicadores utilizados en estos rankings
y su impacto en las decisiones estratégicas. Se emple6 una metodologia de
revisién tedrica para examinar la relacién entre los indicadores y la gestién
universitaria. Los resultados, derivados de un andlisis sistematico de los
indicadores clave de los rankings y de su impacto documentado en las deci-
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siones estratégicas de las universidades, revelan las dreas especificas en las
que estos indicadores ejercen una influencia sustancial sobre la reputacién
institucional y el posicionamiento global, particularmente en el contexto
latinoamericano. El estudio concluye destacando la importancia critica de
considerar los indicadores de los rankings y ofreciendo recomendaciones para
la toma de decisiones estratégicas en las universidades de América Latina,
orientadas a mejoras focalizadas en dreas como la calidad de la investigacién,
la internacionalizacién y la atraccién de talento, contribuyendo asi al avance
del conocimiento en el campo de la educacién superior en la regién.

Palabras clave: Rankings internacionales, universidades, indicadores,
gestién universitaria, América Latina.
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Introduction

In the realm of higher education, international university rankings have
gained in importance in recent decades, becoming a fundamental tool for
evaluating the performance and reputation of higher education institutions
(HEIs). The influence of these instruments on strategic decision-making,
especially in Latin America, has sparked significant interest in the academic
community. According to Darwin and Barahona (2024) and Maldo-
nado-Maldonado and Cortes-Velasco, (2021), rankings have generated
tensions and challenges in the Latin American context, influencing insti-
tutional missions and the perception of educational quality while opening
up a debate about their relevance and effects in the region. Despite valuable
academic contributions, a significant gap persists in the literature with regard
to a systematic and clear analysis of how indicators such as perception of
academic quality and institutional missions are specifically used in rankings
and, more crucially, how they are explicitly linked to documented strategic
or management decisions within universities. While the importance of
these indicators in decision-making is often acknowledged, there is a lack of
rigorous categorization of key metrics, their specific impact on universities,
and the significant changes they might have driven in university manage-
ment. This deficiency underscores the critical need for research that not only
identifies the main indicators but also systematically analyzes their direct
influence on strategic planning and institutional responses, especially in the
unique context of Latin American higher education.

Other authors have studied the effects of indicators in particular ways
and in different contexts. In the case of Argentina, for example, Albornoz
and Osorio (2018) explained how rankings have become a kind of nor-
mative model to be taken into account by policies and higher education
institutions. Through a conceptual approach to rankings, especially the most
widely disseminated, these authors critically examined the implicit quality
model and the theoretical and methodological criteria that structure global
rankings. Specifically, they reflected on the tension exerted between global
approaches and local contexts.

On the other hand, Vallaeys and Alvarez—Rodrl’guez (2022) underscored
the importance of university social responsibility (USR) in the Latin Amer-
ican context and the effect this undertaking has on rankings, asserting the
need to integrate USR into university management to improve educational
quality and the societal perception of higher institutions. However, despite
extensive research efforts, there remain significant gaps in the literature
regarding the relationship between international university ranking indi-
cators and their effect on strategic decision-making in Latin American
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universities. A comprehensive and systematic analysis linking these specific
indicators to documented strategic responses within the regional context is
still underexplored, highlighting an urgent need for more detailed exam-
ination in this area.

Theoretical Framework

The topic of international university rankings and university management,
and the influence of these instruments on the strategic decisions of uni-
versities, is of great interest. Teixeira (2024) proposed a future research
agenda through a systematic literature review, thereby establishing a solid
foundation for educational managers, policymakers, and academics inter-
ested in the subject. On the other hand, Torabian (2019) highlighted the
importance of reviewing global university rankings in the era of sustainable
development amid a global “reputation race” among universities. Similarly,
Robinson-Garcia et al. (2019) emphasized the informed and critical use
of university rankings with the aim of improving decision-making and
facilitating the work of university managers.

In this sense, this theoretical review aims to identify and analyze the
main indicators used by international rankings and their effect on university
management in the region, thereby contributing to filling this gap in the
current academic literature.

Definition and Purpose of International University Rankings

University rankings, or “league tables,” which classify higher education
institutions according to various criteria such as academic quality, research,
reputation, internationalization, employability, among others, aim to pro-
vide a relative evaluation of universities worldwide. This allows students,
academics, and policymakers to make informed decisions about the quality
and prestige of these institutions. Importantly, these rankings influence the
strategic decision-making of universities, affecting important aspects such
as reputation, talent attraction, and international competitiveness.

In more analytical terms, and drawing on Reyes (2016), rankings are
defined as an ordering of universities, from highest to lowest value, based
on a score calculated from an algorithm. This algorithm is constructed
by weighting indicators or indexes that represent different dimensions of
university “quality.”

Among these indexes, one can also consider a score associated with the
results of perception surveys with a certain weighting: that is, the config-
uration of a mathematical model that involves the use of certain known
variables. Its validity is related to a mathematical logic and methodological
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coherence that represents the abstraction of an idea of university quality from
available information. Building upon this understanding, the subsequent
sections delve into the underlying logic and methodological coherence of
these rankings but also systematically classify and analyze their key indi-
cators, along with their documented impact on strategic decision-making
in higher education. This development is circumscribed, in the logic of
the experts or specialists who construct it (statisticians, methodologists,
mathematicians, etc.), by a scientific-technical exercise whose result, the
ranking, will be validated if the methodology used is consistent over time
and gives rise to no logical or mathematical doubts.

Rankings Based on the Logic of Quality

According to Reyes (2016), this mathematical language or logic can be
defined as follows: The quality “C” of a specific institution “i” is a function
of different dimensions of quality, f(dj), where the subscript j represents
the different dimensions of quality and is a value that varies between 1 and
m, depending on the number of dimensions to be measured. In addition,
“n” represents the total number of universities included in the ranking.

The formula can then be written as:
Ci=f(dj), wherei=1,nyj=1,m

To further define the dimensions to be evaluated and how they interact
to result in quality “C” of institution “i,” we can propose the algorithm in
the following terms:

Ci= 2jL1(d* )

Where: i=1,n according to the number of institutions to be evaluated, j=1,
m according to the number of dimensions to be measured, and qj is the
percentage by which dimension dj is weighted. 0<aj<1.

This means that quality “C” of University i can be defined as the sum of j
dimensions that will be evaluated and weighted in a certain way. Further-
more, quality dimension dj can be defined as a function of the group of
indicators Ik that define it, as follows:

Dy= =1+

Where (I*B)k corresponds to indicator I weighted by percentage B, and the
subscript k represents the number of indicators and their corresponding
weights that are summed 1 times. Analogously, j=1,...,m according to the
number of dimensions to be measured, k=1,...,] according to the number
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of indicators that represent the dimension, and 0sBks1.Therefore, the
final calculation algorithm for quality “C” of university i can be written as:

C= Z;m= 1( Zlﬁ: 1(U* B * a);

For the aforementioned expression of the ranking of institutions, ordered
from highest to lowest according to the final value of Ci, it will be assumed
that the indicators Ik exist and that there are known data for all evaluated
universities, such that the calculation of all quality dimensions dj is possi-
ble. This assumption is crucial for the feasibility and comparability of the
ranking, as it ensures that all institutions are evaluated based on the same
set of indicators for which data is available.

Given this definition of the algorithm used in ranking construction,
Reyes (2016) sought to show how an algorithm is constructed and how the
quality of a particular university is represented in mathematical language.
Both of these characteristics are crucial to the legitimacy conferred upon
rankings by the context of their creation.

The discourse of those who produce the rankings, then, represents an
effort to reduce the complexity of an idea, whose mathematical approach
allows it to be distilled into a number and position that is easily transmis-
sible to a mass audience. In this translation of quality into a mathematical
language, there is a tendency to discriminate and choose only certain
dimensions and parameters of quality based on the data that are available
and that have been apparently validated by official sources. We could say
that, as in any positivist approach, to solve a problem, there is an effort
to reduce the complexity of the observed reality, where quality would be
represented only by certain aspects, those most significant for those who
construct the rankings (Reyes, 2016).

Evolution and Evaluation Methodologies

Focusing on the evolution and evaluation methodologies of international
university rankings, studies such as Ganga-Contreras et al. (2020) have
highlighted the importance of these instruments as an external evaluation
tool for university decision-making. Relatedly, Reyes (2022) has analyzed
the positioning of Central American universities in these rankings, demon-
strating their importance in the evaluation of academic excellence. And
Abello-Romero et al. (2020) noted that, despite debates about their validity,
university rankings are widely used by students and educational institutions,
which highlights their influence on perceptions of institutional quality and
on strategic decision-making in the university sphere.
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University Management in Latin America
Context of University Management in the Region

University management in Latin America has undergone significant evolu-
tion in response to the current challenges of the educational environment.
USR implementation is emerging as a key policy in university management,
committing institutions to the social and environmental impact of their
activities. Furthermore, the adoption of strategic information systems for
university management has proven fundamental in supporting strategic
planning, institutional evaluation, and decision-making in universities in
the region.

Importance of Strategic Decision-Making

Strategic decision-making in university management is crucial for the devel-
opment and competitiveness of educational institutions in Latin America.
The implementation of effective strategies based on the evaluation of key
indicators is essential to guaranteeing academic quality, innovation, and
institutional excellence. Morales et al. (2022) highlighted the importance
of strategic decision-making in public management for social development,
empbhasizing its role in the formulation of effective policies. Likewise, Vega
(2023) stressed the challenges of strategic intelligence in an environment
of advances in artificial intelligence, underscoring the need for innovative
decision-making strategies in a context where artificial intelligence is con-
stantly evolving.

Relationship between International Rankings and University
Management

The relationship between international rankings and university management
in Latin America is a topic of great interest in the current academic sphere.
Flores (2024) explored the interconnection between knowledge management
and university organizational development, highlighting possible strategies
for implementing practices in alignment with institutional objectives. Some
examples of implemented changes include:

* Development of academic policies: Universities have revised their
academic policies and introduced specific faculty development
programs to improve the quality of education and increase student
satisfaction rates (Meng & Minogue, 2011; Zhang et al., 2020).

* Strengthening research: Many institutions have created research
support offices and fostered interdepartmental cooperation to boost
the production of quality research (Badawy et al., 2018; Dominguez
etal., 2025).
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* Implementation of employability strategies: Universities have
begun developing programs that link the curriculum with in-demand
labor market competencies, integrating internships and practical
learning into their academic programs (Liu et al., 2020; Rusdi et al.,
2023).

* Social responsibility initiatives: The adoption of social responsibility
programs has transformed how universities interact with their local
communities (Findler et al., 2018; Meng & Minogue, 2011).

* Investment in sustainability: Universities that have incorporated
a focus on sustainability have seen positive changes in funding and
reputation, driving green infrastructure projects and environmental
management practices (Badawy et al., 2018; Volchik & Maslyukova,
2017)

On the other hand, Carreno (2022) analyzed the relationship between
USR, management, and educational policies, stressing the importance of
evaluating USR based on strategic planning and comprehensive management
indicators. Valencia et al. (2022) addressed the perspective of USR from an
institutional management standpoint, underscoring how universities express
their commitment to society through strategies and actions integrated into
academic training, research, and social outreach.

Effect of Rankings on University Management

Past research has explored the ways in which university management in Latin
America is influenced by international rankings, which, in turn affect the
strategic decision-making of HEIs. Irarrdzabal (2021) explored the university
management environment based on social systems theory, highlighting the
importance of counteracting uncertainty and conflict in decision-making.
Vega (2023) addressed the challenges of strategic intelligence in the face of
advances in artificial intelligence, emphasizing the importance of informa-
tion evaluation for transcendental decisions. Furthermore, Yunga-Mafio,
(2024) analyzed the transformative role of management auditing in strategic
decision-making at universities, allowing for the identification of needs,
the implementation of solutions, and the achievement of higher levels of
competitiveness and recognition in the university sphere.

Relevance of Indicators in Decision-Making

The relevance of indicators in strategic university management decision-mak-
ing is particularly notable in the case of international rankings. Rivas-Castillo
& Cruz (2018) assessed the quality of Nicaraguan higher education institu-
tions through relevant rankings in the Latin American region, pointing toward
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the diversity of indicators used and their impact. Lépez & Marquez (2020)
identified the most common indicators in the development of university
rankings, such as those related to material resources, research, and human
resources. Guillén-Riquelme et al. (2017) evaluated the research ranking of
Spanish public universities, highlighting the importance of criteria such as
articles in indexed journals and research projects.

Main Indicators Used in International Rankings and Impact on
University Management

The identification and analysis of the main indicators used in international
rankings is fundamental to understanding their impact on strategic deci-
sion-making in Latin American universities. Espinoza & Verhelst (2017)
explored bibliometric indicators as a means of assessing the scientific impact
of publications, while Durdn-Tenesaca et al. (2022) noted the importance of
overall equipment effectiveness (OEE) evaluation to unify key management
indicators. Ganga-Contreras et al., (2020) analyzed the indicators used
in international academic rankings, highlighting the diversity of criteria
employed. Furthermore, Luque Martinez (2023) examined the sensitivity
and elasticity of Spanish universities to the Shanghai Ranking indicators.

Table 1 presents the most common indicators used by international
rankings, organized by area, indicator, description, and impact on university
management.

Table 1
Common Indicators Used by Rankings and Impact on Management

Area Indicator Description Impact on Management

Universities that focus on improving the quality
of education often implement faculty training

Student . .
. programs, which can lead to higher student
Quality of and faculty o .
. . satisfaction and, eventually, better rankings.
Education evaluations of . ) . .
. . A positive perception of academic quality can
teaching quality. o .
enhance the institution’s reputation and attract
high-potential students (Vernon et al., 2018).
Academic A high volume of publications in indexed
Indicators journals is associated with an increased
Number perception of a university’s research quality,
L of articles which can boost its international visibility and,
Publications . . . . . L.
K published in in turn, influence strategic decisions related
in Indexed . .
high-impact to research and development investment.
Journals - . .
scientific This generates positive feedback, whereby
journals. better publications attract more funding and

collaborations (Mufoz-Sudrez et al., 2020;
Szluka et al., 2023).
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Fostering  collaborative ~ research ~ with

. international universities can not only improve
Proportion of . 7
. . research impact but also the university’s global
International  co-authorships . . .
. . . reputation. This can serve to verify research
Collaborations  with foreign . .. .
quality and open opportunities for academic

institutions. L.
exchanges and joint programs (Moed, 2016;
Soysal et al., 2020).
Research
Indicators High 7graduat64 emplioyablhry influences
students’ potential choices and strengthens
Graduate institutional reputation.  Universities that
Employability  placement continue to improve their programs to
Outcomes rates in the job  increase their graduates’ employability can see
market an increase in admission applications and an
improvement in their overall ranking (Elbawab,
2022; Szluka et al., 2023).
Universities that demonstrate a  strong
commitment to social responsibility can not
. L Initiatives only improve their public image but also
Social University . . . .
o . for social influence rankings that consider these aspects.
Responsibility  Social . . . . .
. s impact and This can lead to an increase in funding and
Indicators Responsibility L L.
sustainability support from governmental entities and non-
governmental organizations (Kara et al., 2024;
Olcay & Bulu, 2017).
Indicators Incorporating sustainable practices can improve
that measure reputation and attract students interested in

o . environmental  environmental issues, which can be a critical
Sustainability ~Environmental . . , - .
and sustainable  factor in students’ decisions when choosing

Indicators Sustainability . L . . .
practices a university. This can also align with campus
implemented by sustainable development goals (Mufioz-Sudrez
universities. et al., 2020; Puertas & Marti, 2019).

Source: compiled by authors.

Analysis of Common Indicators

To analyze the most common indicators used in international rankings, it
is fundamental to understand their impact on strategic decision-making in
Latin American universities. Linares et al. (2019) explored the aggregation
procedures used to construct synthetic sustainability indicators in tourist
destinations. Durdn-Tenesaca et al. (2022) examined the importance
of OEE evaluation in unifying key university management indicators.
Ganga-Contreras et al. (2020) analyzed the diversity of indicators used in
international academic rankings, while, as noted earlier, Luque Martinez
(2023) examined the sensitivity and elasticity of Spanish universities to the
Shanghai Ranking indicators.
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Interpretation of the Relevance of Indicators

The interpretation of the indicators used in international rankings is
crucial for strategic decision-making in Latin American universities.
Razafiarivony and Hosna-Janeta (2022) explored the effects of the quality
of financial statements and user knowledge on decision considerations,
highlighting the mediating role of satisfaction. Contreras et al. (2024)
found that interpretations of rankings vary considerably depending on
the position and national context, which suggests the need to adapt
evaluation criteria to regional realities to improve the relevance of these
indices in Latin America.

The interpretation of the indicators used in international rankings also
has a significant impact on strategic decision-making in Latin American
universities. Aguinis et al. (2020)despite some challenges, there are many
benefits to conducting management research in Latin America. Some of these
conditions include an upward trend in the productivity of Latin American
researchers, increased collaboration between researchers in Latin America and
those in other regions, and societal, cultural, and economic characteristics that
make the region an ideal “natural laboratory” to build and test management
theories. Demonstrating that our arguments are not just about potential
but are founded in reality, we offer a selective summary of recent research
conducted in Latin America that made important contributions to micro
and macro management domains and theories. Specifically, they explore
the importance of management in key areas of natural resource industries,
such as leadership, social inclusion, and strategy. Lopez and Alvarez (2018)
analyzed research on entrepreneurship in Latin America, identifying perspec-
tives and challenges within the field of study. Finally, Dogan and Al (2019)
investigated the possibility of classifying universities using fewer indicators,
which underpins the importance of selecting key indicators.

Influence of Indicators on University Decisions

The influence of indicators on university decisions is a key issue in the stra-
tegic management of educational institutions in Latin America. Acosta et al.
(2017) analyzed the implementation of a strategic university management
information system at the Universidad de Otavalo (Ecuador), highlighting
its role in strategic planning and decision-making. On the other hand, Beut
et al. (2017) explore the development of an evaluation instrument based
on bio-data for university vocational behavior, highlighting the importance
of indicators in this context. Another significant aspect to consider is the
influence of the term “World Class University” (WCU), as promoted by
international rankings, particularly the Shanghai Ranking. Factors such as
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Quality, Language proficiency, and Economic Resources play a pivotal role
in achieving this designation and cultivating an excellent global reputation
(Paolillo, 2024).

Strategies to Leverage Ranking Results

Strategies to maximize the results of international rankings in Latin Amer-
ican universities are fundamental to improving strategic decision-making
and enhancing the impact of HEIs Reyes (2022) proposed 13 strategies and
respective lines of action to create an impact on indicators so that universities
can establish their own strategies based on ranking results.

Presented below is an analysis of institutional experiences of universities
in relation to the strategic decisions they implement to improve their rank-
ings, based on a literature review and the provided references.

Institutional Experiences and Strategies for Ranking Improvement

1. Use of Strategic Decision-Making Models

Rodriguez-Cruz & Pinto (2018) presented a model for the use of informa-
tion in strategic decision-making within Cuban information organizations,
including higher education institutions. Aiming to improve strategic deci-
sion-making by emphasizing the importance of information in this process,
their model is based on three fundamental dimensions: the informational,
which addresses cognitive processes and information systems; the behavioral,
which examines how managers use information; and the contextual, which
considers the managerial processes that influence strategic decision-making.
This approach is intended for organizations to perceive changes in their
environment, generate knowledge, and innovate through the strategic use
of information. Effective decision-making requires timely, reliable, and
accessible information, managed by a robust organizational information
system and skilled specialists.

2. Diversification of Research and Improved Positioning

According to Flores et al. (2024), universities in Honduras have begun
to integrate innovative elements into their sectorial strategy to improve
their research. By establishing a parameter based on metric indices used in
rankings, institutions are optimizing their results through focused efforts
in the areas evaluated. This leads to better collaboration in research projects
and publication in indexed journals, which, in turn, correlates with better
positions in rankings (Flores et al., 2024).
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3. Sustainability in University Management

Telocken and Trevisan (2020) examined the integration of sustainability
education into the strategic management of community universities, focus-
ing on contextual, organizational, curricular, and pedagogical dimensions.
Using a qualitative, exploratory case study in Brazil, their findings indicate
that societal and governmental pressures, alongside universities community
orientation, drive sustainability integration. Organizations are embedding
sustainability into administrative routines and fostering transversal curric-
ular inclusion through active, interdisciplinary approaches. Despite varying
implementation stages, these institutions show strong commitment to
sustainability-related extension and research, underscoring their potential
to advance sustainability through strategic management.

4. Distance Education and Technological Adaptation

Dobrotaetal., (2015) explored strategic institutional decisions in the man-
agement of distance education in Argentine public universities. This study
illustrates the need to standardize methods and techniques for the effective
management of virtual education. Improved management of distance
education has resulted in increased enrollment and allowed universities to
extend their reach, and, in turn to potentially improve their rankings by
attracting a greater number of students (Dobrota et al., 2015).

5. Implementation of Strategic Information Systems

As noted, Acosta et al. (2017) discussed the implementation of a stra-
tegic university management information system at the Universidad de
Otavalo. This system is designed to support strategic planning and deci-
sion-making. The practice of monitoring and evaluating key indicators
has allowed universities to respond in a more agile and effective manner
to changes in the demands of the educational context and in expectations
of rankings (Kwan et al., 2024). Martinez et al. (2020) highlighted the
importance of analyzing data related to university rankings to develop
effective strategies. Lopez and Marquez (2020) implemented a comparative
education methodology based on university ranking indicators to analyze
institutional management.

Conclusions and Recommendations

Obur theoretical review has shown that research quality, internationalization,
and academic reputation are fundamental for the global positioning of Latin
American universities (see Table 1). These indicators profoundly influence
visibility, driving concrete changes in resource allocation and institutional
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policy development. By critically analyzing the main indicators used in
international university rankings and their impact on strategic decision-mak-
ing, this study offers a deeper understanding of how regional universities
interact with and adapt to global ranking systems, thereby filling a crucial
gap in existing literature.

However, while university rankings provide valuable insights, it is cru-
cial to acknowledge their limitations. Their methodologies, often heavily
weighted toward research output and internationalization, may not fully
capture the diverse missions and unique societal contributions of universities,
especially those in developing regions. For Latin American universities, this
presents specific challenges: resource disparities, differing research priorities,
and a focus on local impact might not always align perfectly with global
metrics. Furthermore, pursuing higher rankings can lead to ethical and
strategic dilemmas, potentially encouraging a narrow focus on quantifiable
indicators over broader educational quality, social responsibility, or regional
relevance, which raises questions about the true purpose and priorities of
higher education institutions.

Building on these insights, we recommend that Latin American univer-
sities move beyond merely monitoring ranking indicators to implementing
proactive and tailored strategies. Specifically, institutions should not only
enhance research and citation metrics but also actively develop strategies
like fostering robust international collaboration networks in areas of institu-
tional strength. They should also provide substantial support for publishing
in high-impact, internationally recognized journals, which may necessitate
significant investments in research infrastructure, specialized faculty training,
and robust incentives for academic productivity. Furthermore, universities
could benefit from establishing internal “ranking observatories” to system-
atically track their performance, adapt global indicators to better reflect
regional contexts and missions, and diversify their strategic approaches
to encompass broader aspects of quality, social relevance, and innovation
beyond current ranking methodologies.

Ultimately, this research aims to contribute to improving the educa-
tional quality, internationalization, and competitiveness of Latin American
universities in an increasingly demanding global environment. In essence,
strategic engagement with international ranking indicators, despite their
limitations, is vital for Latin American universities to enhance their repu-
tation, competitiveness, and overall decision-making.
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