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Psychology Master’s Programmes in European Universities and Their Association with

Times Higher Education Rankings

Abstract

This study provides an overview of psychology master’s degree programmes across European
universities with the aim of exploring how universities design practitioner-oriented psychology
curricula. Additionally, the study examines whether the allocation of credits between research-
oriented and practitioner-oriented courses is associated with university ranking scores,
specifically from the Times Higher Education (THE) 2024 World University Rankings in the
field of psychology. The sample consisted of 185 universities from 26 European countries. The
findings indicate a trend where higher ranking universities tend to allocate more credits to
research-oriented courses and while a decrease in practitioner-oriented credits is observed as
THE scores improve. These findings suggest a potential trade-off between academic prestige and
the practical orientation of psychology master’s programmes, highlighting the tension between

research excellence and professional training in higher education.

Keywords: Psychology master’s programmes, Practitioner-oriented curriculum, University
ranking, ECTS, Times Higher Education ranking



Introduction

A discourse surrounding the role of a psychologist and the integration of scientist-practitioner
model has been ongoing for decades (Drabman, 1985; Frank, 1984; Petersen, 2007; Spengler et
al., 1995; Stoltenberg et al., 2000). Central to this discussion is the challenge of balancing the
roles of a psychologist as both a researcher and a practitioner. In 1940s a growing movement
within the field of psychology begun advocating for a unified model of training. The discussions
culminated in the 1949 Boulder conference, which formally established the scientist-practitioner
model (Frank, 1984). While applied psychology has faced skepticism (Drabman, 1985; Frank,
1984; Petersen, 2007), an emerging consensus suggest that following the scientist-practitioner

model in psychology is essential for training specialists.

The European Federation of Psychologists’ Association (2024a) establishes a Europe-wide
standard for education, professional training, and psychological competence. It oversees the
regulation of the European Certificate in Psychology, commonly known as EuroPsy (European
Federation of Psychologists’ Association, 2024b). This certificate defines the minimum standards

required for independent practice of psychology across participating European countries.
According to EuroPsy regulations:
A psychologist is a person who has successfully completed an academic curriculum in
psychology at a university or an equivalent institution and fulfilled other conditions that
by law or custom lead to a national title or qualification of “psychologist”, provided the
curriculum has a duration equivalent to at least five years (300 ECTS) of full-time study
[---]. (European Federation of Psychologists’ Association, 2023, p. 35).
In addition, candidates must complete 60 ECTS (European Credit Transfer and Allocation
System) credits of supervised practice (European Federation of Psychologists’ Association, 2023,

p. 35). The minimum qualifications for recognition as a psychologist are structured in three

phases:

1. An academic Bachelor’s degree or equivalent

2. An academic Master’s degree or equivalent



3. Aperiod of supervised practice

Within the second phase (the master’s programme) EuroPsy outlines the need for developing
competences across multiple domains, encompassing both research-oriented and practitioner-
oriented training. This includes the completion of a research project (thesis) and professional
internship. EuroPsy further recommends that the internship be integrated into the full five-year
curriculum. The suggested credit allocation for both the professional internship and the master’s
thesis is 15 to 30 ECTS credits each, indicating that both components are considered essential

within the curriculum.

Research background

While EuroPsy provides relatively clear guidelines regarding the core requirements for training
psychologists,the recommended credit allocations are not strictly fixed. This built-in flexibility
allows universities some discretion in how they structure their training components within the
curriculum. As a result, questions arise about how different universities with varying institutional

prestige approach their design of psychology curricula.

Despite increased attention to developing the scientist-practitioner model, relatively little
empirical work has addressed how contemporary psychology master’s programmes across
Europe reflect this balance in their curriculum design. There remains a gap in understanding how
different universities across Europe allocate academic credits between research- and practitioner-
oriented components and whether a relationship between credit allocation and broader

institutional standing as measured by global ranking system.

Previous studies have examined curriculum structures from a variety of perspectives. A common
approach to curriculum analysis is student feedback (Aziz et al., 2012; Baillie et al., 2011,
Limniou et al., 2019), student satisfaction and curriculum design (Sears et al., 2017; Smith &
Worsfold, 2014), as well as assessing the workload and approaches to studying (Damsgard et al.,
2017; Prat-Sala & Redford, 2010). However, these studies generally do not address how
curriculum structure, specifically the distribution of research and practitioner components, relates

to institutional ranking.

As previously mentioned, the scientist-practitioner model emphasizes a balanced approach to

psychologist training, with a clear focus on both research and practical skills. The EuroPsy



framework specifically requires a thesis as part of the curriculum. However, the thesis has not
always been a mandatory requirement (Merritt, 1955) and, while not specific to psychology,
some studies have examined the impact of examination format on student performance (Davison
& Dustova, 2017; Hudson & Treagust, 2012). Furthermore, Mardiani et al., (2023) explored the
effectiveness of removing the thesis requirement in higher education. This paper, therefore, also
explores the examination formats offered in different universities and whether any variability

exists, despite EuroPsy regulations.

This study addresses the gap in previous research through an exploratory analysis of psychology
master’s programmes offered at European universities. The primary goal is to gain insight into
how curricula differ across institutions, particulary in terms of how much emphasis is put on
research- or practitioner-oriented studies, as well as analyze whether there is an observable
relationship between curriculum design and a university’s position in the Times Higher

Education (THE) World University Rankings 2024 in the field of Psychology.

Use of THE ranking data and methodological considerations
Ranking data were obtained from a globally recognized Times Higher Education World

University Rankings, specifically within the field of psychology. The use of this ranking system
presents a certain contradiction. While THE primarily evaluates research-intensive universities
(Times Higher Education, 2024a), the master’s programmes selected in this study were biased
towards practitioner-oriented focus. The decision is nonetheless justified. University of Tartu
(alongside many other European universities) offers practitioner-oriented pathways, such as
clinical psychologist, school psychologist, and, more recently, a psychologist-counselor
specialization (University of Tartu n.d.-a). Moreover, University of Tartu benchmarks its
performance against THE rankings rather than other global rankings such as ARWU or QS,
highlighting the specific importance attributed to THE indicators within the university’s internal

evaluation processes.

According to the THE methodology desciption (Anowar et al., 2014), both teaching and research
reputation indicators are based on annual, invitation-only survey. Academics who are eligible to
participate must have published in peer-reviewed journals within the last five years and have
been cited by other researchers. Respondents are asked to vote for institutions they regard as the
best in the world from a drop-down list featuring approximately 8,000 academic institutions.



While the methodology used by the THE has recently been significantly updated and it continues
to be reviewed (Times Higher Education, 2023a), its validity has not been met without critique
(Shin, 2011; Bowman and Bastedo, 2013; Safon, 2019)

One major concern is the presence of a reputational feedback loop, where an already established
and acknowledged universities are more likely to be judged as prestigious and reputable,
reinforcing their perceived excellence. This generates a self-sustaining cycle of continuous
positive bias that benefits institutions already ranked highly, potentially forming an academic
echo-chamber. (Bowman & Bastedo, 2013; Pang 2020). Furthermore, it has also been theorized
whether these surveys truly measure academic merit or rather reflect other, more ambiguous
factors (Shin, 2011).

Additionally, reputational influence extends to research-based indicators. For instance, it has
been found that perceived prestige and reputation of institutions and scholars can affect processes
such as peer-review, which in turn impacts research output statistics. (Wright, 2007). Safon
(2019) also demonstrated that the ranking systems, including THE ranking, are susceptible to

reputational bias effects.

The reputational bias effect has also been highligted in an article by Science Business (2023)
which described the potential for institutions to “game” the system by changing minor elements
that may have a large impact. For example, hiring a well-cited professor to boost ranking without

improving quality (Science Business, 2023).

In the context of this study, THE rankings are nonetheless employed as a valuable general
framework for comparative analysis. However, interpreting the results should be approached
with caution. The hierarchical positioning of institutions should now be interpreted as a

definitive measure of programme quality.

Hypotheses and variables
European universities were chosen based on the premise outlined in the Bologna Declaration of

1999 which established the European Credit Transfer System (ECTS) in an effort to enhance the
competitiveness of the European higher education area. (European Higher..., n.d.). The goal was
for all participating countries to adopt a shared understanding of credit points and their

conversion into working hours, thereby facilitating mobility and consistency across the region.



It has long been established that student autonomy is positively correlated with motivation,
student engagement and academic success (Garcia et al., 1996; Bureau et al., 2022; Huescar
Hernandez et al., 2020; Reeve et al., 2004;). Based on this, it was hypothesized that freedom of
choice (autonomy) be positively related to ranking scores. Autonomy is reflected in the number
of credits designated for elective studies, as well as the variety of available programmes offered

in a university.

In addition to curriculum-related predictors, three institutional characteristics — number of full-
time equivalent (FTE) students, number of international students, and student-to-staff ratio —
were included as exploratory variables. These variables are methodologically embedded within
THE’s ranking process (Times Higher Education, 2023a). While THE only partially adjusts for
university size and no. of FTE students (Times Higher Education, 2023), some researchers
(Goglio, 2016; Bejan et al., 2020) have found that university size does not significantly
contribute to university ranking. Toutkoushian & Smart (2001) and Uslu (2020) have highlighted
the role of internationalization as a key factor in university rankings. This aspect is also already
embedded in the THE methodology through the International Outlook pillar, which includes the
number of international students as a contributing metric with 2.5% weight (Times Higher
Education, 2023a).

Therefore, their inclusion in the analysis was not because of specific expectations about their
effects, but rather to explore whether they show any patterns or relationships with ranking
outcomes. It also allows to test for implicit assumptions (e.g. that university size or
internationality do not matter beyond their weighted contributions) and to check for unexpected

associations that could inform future hypotheses.

Considering THE’s emphasis on research-focused institutions (Times Higher Education, 2023a)
it is hypothesized that higher-ranked universities would allocate more credits to research-oriented

courses compared to practitioner-oriented courses.

The primary goal of this research is to examine the curriculum design and structure of
pcychology master’s programmes across European universities. Additionally, the paper explores
the association between ECTS allocation, particularly the balance of research- and practitioner-
oriented credits, and university rankings identifying variables which may predict a higher

ranking in Times Higher Education ranking system. Alongside THE performance indicators,



other relevant metrics such as the number of international students, student-to-staff ratio and the
number of available programmes were also considered. Eventually, five alternative hypotheses

and one null hypothesis were formulated:

H: — An increased allocation of ECTS credits for the thesis is positively associated with higher

positions in the THE ranking.

H> — An increased allocation of ECTS credits for research-oriented courses is positively

associated with higher positions in the THE ranking.

Hs — An increased allocation of ECTS credits for elective courses is positively associated with
higher positions in the THE ranking.

Hs — An increased number of available psychology programmes is positively associated with
higher positions in the THE ranking list.

Hoa — There is no significant relationship between the choice of examination format (exam vs.

thesis) and university ranking in the THE ranking.
Hob — There is no significant relationship the number of students and university ranking.

Hoc — There is no significant relationship the number of international students and university

ranking beyond its contribution to the International Outlook indicator.

Hod — There is no significant relationship between student-to-staff ratio and university ranking

beyond its contribution to the Teaching indicator.



Methodology
Sample
Figure 1 illustrates the data selection process for this study. The initial sample consisted of 622
universities listed in the 2024 THE World University Rankings in the field of psychology.(Times
Higher Education, 2024Db). After excluding non-European institutions, 274 universities remained
for further screening. Next, programmes not following the European Credit Transfer and
Accumulation System (ECTS), which definesl ECTS credit as equivalent to 25-30 hours of
work) were excluded.. This resulted in a final sample of 185 universities across 26 different
countries for the general programme overview. The included countries were: Austria, Belgium,
Croatia, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Hungary, Iceland,
Ireland, Italy, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Serbia,

Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, and Switzerland.

For the statistical analysis, an additional 47 programs were excluded due to one or more of the

following reasons:

1. Program information was unavailable.

2. The programme was integrated ( 5-year programme or more than 300 ECTS requirement)
3. Only undergraduate or doctorate programmes were offered
4

. Only a research-focused Master’s degree programme was offered

Therefore, a total of 185 universities were included for the general programme overview while
data from 138 universities were used in the statistical analysis (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Program selection flowchart.
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Programme and degree selection
One of the goals of this research is to gaininsight into how psychology institutes across Europe

structure their master’s programme, with the aim of informing the development the development
of curriculum design in University of Tartu, particularly its practitioner- and intervention-focused
training programmes. Only full master’s level programmes (M.A., M.Sc, or unspcified) were

included in the study, whileexchange and conversion courses were excluded.

Prior to selecting programmes for inclusion, a small pilot search was conducted to gain an
overview and general understanding of the types of programmes available. For this, the sample
of universities was divided into six groups based on their THE rankings. Ranks 1-100 were
assigned to Group 1, 101-200 to Group 2 and so forth. From each group three universities were
randomly selected and their programmes evaluated. Given that clinical psychology is one of the

most prominent specializations in practitioner-oriented work, and is also offered as a
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specialization at the University of Tartu, it was chosen as the primary focus for programme

selection and comparison, over other areas such as work and organization psychology.

In cases where multiple variations of clinical psychology degree programme were offered, a
selection hierarchy was applied: Clinical psychology and Psychotherapy > Clinical Psychology
for adults > Clinical psychology for children and adolescents > Clinical Health Psychology. If no
clinical psychology programmes were available, a counseling or intervention-focused
programmes were selected. Failing that, a general psychology master’s programme was chosen,
followed by general health or work psychology programme. The selection hierarchy is also

illustrated in Figure 2.

Also, a 120-credit programme may, for example, offer 90 mandatory credits and 30 elective
credits for specialization (such as clinical psychology, school psychology, etc). In such cases, the
choice of which specific curriculum to examine followed the hierarchy principle explained above
and in Figure 2.

Figure 2. Programme inclusion decision tree
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For data analysis, additional 47 programmes were excluded excluded. Firstly, some universities

did not have publicly available curriculum information. Additionally, since the focus of this

study is on practitioner-oriented programmes (as opposed to research-only tracks), universities

offering exclusively research-focused master’s degrees were excluded.

Programmes were excluded if the master’s degree was integrated into a single 5-year

programme, as it was not possible to reliably separate bachelor’s and master’s level courses for

comparison with the University of Tartu’s 3+2 structure. This model was especially common in

Finnish and Swedish universities.

Google’s search engine was used to access the home pages of each university. Both the general

university website and the faculty or department of psychology pages were reviewed to identify

available psychology master degree programmes. Whenever possible, the most recent curriculum

versions were selected, typically from the academic years 2023/2024 or 2024/2025.

Course selection and categorization

To categorize courses and their respective credit amounts, a system based on pilor screening was

developed to reduce subjectivity. The table below lists the keywords assigned to each category.

In unclear cases, course descriptions were reviewed for these keywords.

Table 1. Keywords used for dividing individual courses into different categories

Category Keywords
Theory Exam Exam*
Thesis (Master’s)- Thesis, Dissertation, Degree project, Research Project,

Research paper

Thesis seminar

Thesis seminar

Thesis colloguium

Thesis colloguium

Research Internship

Research (practical) internship

Research-oriented
Courses

Scientific specialization; Psychometrics; Research
methods/methodology; Statistics; Introduction to R, Scientific
Communication Language courses for science communication
(Scientific English),

Practical Internship

Clinical internship, Field work, Work with (outpatient/inpatient)
clients, (Clinical) work under supervision, Applied practice of
psychotherapy/clinical work

Practitioner-oriented
courses

Theoretical models, psychopathology, overview of practices,
Psychological diagnostics, Psychological assessment, Practice of
psychotherapy, Self-reflection, Ethics

Electives**

Elective courses and/or modules that contain different types of
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| courses.

*The course description of ,,exam“ was always thouroughly reviewed to avoid any misplacement.
** Elective courses werecategorized based on the usual keywords and alsomarked as electives for comparison
purposes related to different curriculum structures.

A common occurrance in many Italian university curricula was the use of the title “Final Exam”
(Prova Finale — ita.) to represent the final assessment or work of the programme. Although, the
title suggests it is atheory exam, the course description included both theoretical and practical
elements, making it difficult to categorize.. Some descriptions refer to prova finale as a process
of evaluating the canditate as a whole (E-campus Universita, 2024), where multiple elements are
taken into account, and the student is eventually assigned a score. Other explanations (Universita
degli Studi, 2024), however, describe it as the writing and defense of a thesis, along with an

evaluation of the student’s practical skills.

After reviewing the descriptions provided within the specific university programmes and seeking
additional explanation online, it was decided to categorize Prova Finale credits under the
,thesis® category, as, the defense of a thesis was often mentioned as one of the requirements.
However, programmes using the prova finale approach were flagged for later statistical analysis.
For clarity, from here onwards, prova finale will refer to the specific structure that is described

above, while “exam” will be used to refer to theoretical or practical exams.

Translating and language barriers

Although, most university websites offer an English version, it was quickly discovered that the
content, access to certain information, and even the availability of programmes often varied
depending on the selected language.In many cases, study programmes were available only in the
country’s native language. To ensure access to all available programmes, especially local ones
rather than international tracks,and to retain the original content of the webpage, university
websites were translated using Google Translate’s automatic translation feature whenever
possible, even when the universities had English versions available. If automatic translation of

the webpage was not possible, Google Translate was used to manually navigate the site.

In some cases, programme information and curricula were available only as PDF documents.
When this occurred, the browsers built-in translation feature was used to translate relevant
sections and course information into English. If this method was ineffective, the text was copied

into Google Translate. Typically, the general curriculum overview was examined first, and
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courses were categorized based on keywords. When the overview lacked sufficient detail,

individual course descriptions were individually inspected and translated where possible.

Occasionally, the assistance of an OpenAl language model ChatGPT-3.5 was used, primarily to
provide insight into the context in which certain subject or course names might be used in. It was
used cautiously, as the author acknowledges that ChatGPT may provide incorrect information
(OpenAl, 2023)

Data analysis

European universities offer master’s degree programmes with varying length and required ECTS
credits. The most common are 2-year (120 credits) and 1-year (60 credits) programmes. To
enable meaningful comparisons of curricula across universities, all credit-related variables were
normalized as proportions of the programme’s total required credits. For instance, a 18-credit

thesis would account for 30% in a 60-credit program and 15% in a 120-credit program.

In some cases, there was ambiguity regarding the credits of elective courses. For consistency
reasons, such credits were divided equally between research-oriented and practitioner-oriented
credits. For example, if a student is required to choose 20 ECTS from a module containing both
research- and practitioner-oriented courses, 10 credits were added to the total of research-
oriented courses and 10 credits to the practitioner-oriented courses.

For data analylsis, descriptive statistics, correlation analysis and linear regression analysis were

performed using JASP software.

Times Higher Education rankings and methodology

The Times Higher Education ranking system is one of the few widely recognized sources of
university performance data (Lukman et al., 2010; Anowar et al, 2014). One key reason THE
ranking system was selected for this study is that the University of Tartu utilizes THE ranking

system as its benchmark for international comparison and performance.

THE rankings are based on18 performance indicators which are grouped into five broad
categories: Teaching, Research Environment, Research Quality, Industry and International
Outlook Each individual performance indicator is assigned a weight reflecting its relative

importance in the overall score. While the wheighting is publicly available, THE does not fully
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disclose the rationale behind these specific allocations. (Times Higher Education, 2024a). An
illustration of the performance indicators and how they contribute to the evaluated performance

areas is provided in Figure 3 below.

To be eligible for inclusion in the World University Rankings, institutions must meet several
criteria. These include offering undergraduate programmes and meeting a minimum research
output threshold of 1,000 relevant publications between 2018 and 2022 (with at least 150
publications per year). Additionally, universities may be excluded if 80% or more of their
research output is concentrated within a single subject area out of the 11 subject areas considered

for ranking (Times Higher Education, 2024a).

Figure 3. Performance indicators for THE ranking system (Times Higher Education, 2024a).
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Results

Available programmes and specializations

Across all universities with publicly available programme information, including those without
accessible curricula or detailed programme structure (n = 185), 25 universities offered only a
single psychology master’s programme (typically listed as “Psychology”). In contrast, the most

“programme-rich” university offered 16 different specialization options within the filed of

psychology.

The most common specialization was Clinical Psychology (n=93), including its
subspecializations such as Clinical Psychology and Psychotherapy or Clinical Psychology in
Children and Adolescence. Work and Organizational Psychology appeared 60 times as an
available study path, followed by Health Psychology (n=51), Cognitive Psychology (n=48),
Developmental Psychology (n=42), Neuropsychology or Neuroscience (n=40), Education

Psychology (n=38), and Social Psychology (n=32).

Moderately popular were Forensic Psychology (n=20), Counseling or Intervention Psychology
(n=20), Human Resources (n=18), Psychotherapy (n=17), Behaviour Psychology (n=13), and
Economic Psychology (n=10). Interistingly, psychology programmes related to technological or

digital advancement were offered in 9 universities.

Other represented specializations included School Psychology (n=8), Experimental Psychology
(n=7), Psychogerontology (n=7), Rehabilitation (n=6), Sport Psychology (n=6), Community
Psychology (n=5), and fields like Consulting, Mediation, or Coaching (n=5), Cultural
Psychology (n=5), as well as Positive Psychology, Environmental Psychology, And
Psychopathology (n=3).

The least commonly represented subfields, each appearing only once or twice, were Consumer
Psychology, Crisis Psychology, Marketing and Communication Psychology, Perceptual
Psychology, Theory and History of Psychology, Chronic Disease Psychology, Dynamic
Psychology, Mindfulness, and Talent Development & Creativity.

To summarize the descriptive findings, the overview of programme diversity reveals a wide
disparity in the availability of psychology specializations. Some universities offer only a single

general psychology master’s programme, while others provide over a dozen distinct study paths.
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Clinical Psychology emerged as the most commonly offered specialization. Fields like Work &
Organizational Psychology, Health Psychology, and Cognitive Psychology were also widely
available, while newer or niche areas, such as Digital Psychology, Psychogerontology, or
Environmental Psychology, remained underrepresented.

Descriptive statistics and credit allocation

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for only 120-ECTS master’s programmes in psychology
(n=96), allowing for direct comparison with the University of Tartu’s programme structure. The
“exam” format appeared only in 3 programmes, with an average credit value of 11.3 ECTS. The
thesis, on the other hand, is a widespread requirement, present in 88 out of 96 programmes, with
an average of 25.8 credits. Notably, thesis credit allocation varies substantially. The minimum
observed was 6 ECTS in one programme, while another dedicated 60 credits (half of the total
programme requirement) to the thesis. The average, however, is closely aligned with the

University of Tartu’s programme, where the thesis is worth 24 ECTS.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for 120 ECTS psychology master’s programmes, n = 96

Exam Thesis Seminar Collog. . R- R- R P P- P Elec”
intern. courses total intern. courses total total
Valid 3 88t 10 8 24 89 96 84 91 96 68
Missing 93 8 86 88 72 7 0 12 5 0 28
Mean 11.3 25.4 4.8 2.6 5.9 13.7 38.7 19.3 53.7 69.3 15
SD 7 10.7 55 1.8 2.4 7.2 15.8 6.5 16 19.3 18
Minimum 4 6 1 1 4 3 10 2 19 15 3
Maximum 18 60 20 7 15 38 80 38 97 103 105
redl
credls 0 24 0 0 0 15 39 0 31 31 50

Note. Values represent unadjusted ECTS credits for programmes with a 120-ECTS requirement only. R.= Research-
oriented; P. = Practitioner-oriented; Elec.= Elective courses; Intern. = Internship
Prova finale (n=11) included.

In addition to the thesis, many universities offer research-related seminars or colloquia, typically
ranging from 2 to 6 credits. Research internships are also relatively common, appearing in about
25% of the programmes with an average of 5.9 credits. Interestingly, nearly 80% of those that
offer a research internship are based in Germany, reflecting a shared national structure and
approach, particularly for clinical psychology programmes. Only eight programmes in the
sample lacked research-oriented coursework entirely. On average, 14 ECTS were allocated to

research-oriented courses, comparable to the 15 credits offered at the University of Tartu.
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The most significant difference was observed in practitioner-oriented components. While the
University of Tartu offers a 6-credit internship, which is optional, other universities assign an
average of 19.1 credits to practitioner internship. Overall, 85.7% of programmes include a
practitioner internship. More broadly, practitioner-oriented courses averaged 53 credits across

other programmes, compared to 31 credits in the University of Tartu’s curriculum.

Finally, the average number of elective credits was 15.1 ECTS credits. At the University of
Tartu, 50 credits are designated as electives, giving students considerable flexibility to pursue
either practitioner- or research-focused coursework, depending on their individual interesets.
Across all programmes, the amount of elective coursework varied greatly, ranging from 0 to 87.5

credits, illustrating a wide disparity in curricular flexibility among European universities.

Out of 138 pogrammes reviewed (Table 2), only 9 (approximately 6.5%), of the programmes did
not include a thesis component — a finding relevant to the research question of whether
programmes offer a curriculum with alternative examination formats. In the remaining 129
programmes, a thesis (alongside Prova Finale) was present. Furthermore, in five of these
programmes, the thesis was not a mandatory requirement. However, unfortunately, insufficient

information was available regarding alternatives of replacements for the thesis.

Additionally, when including all programmes in the comparison, it was observed that except for
a few outliers, the variability in the ECTS allocated for the master’s thesis is rather limited. In the
majority of curricula, thesis constitutes approximately 20% of the total credit load and rarely
exceeds 25%. This limited variability suggests that using thesis credit volume as a predictor for
performance indicators may be unreliable. Therefore, for future analysis, thesis credits were
incorporated into the broader category of research-oriented credits.This finding is particularly
relevant to Hypothesis 1, which could not be confirmed due to low variation in thesis credit

allocation across programmes.
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Table 2. Scaled descriptive statistics of ECTS credits across all psychology master’s

programmes, n=138

. . R- R- R- P- P- P- Elec-

Exam  Thesis Seminar Collog. Intern. Courses Total Intern. Courses Total total

Valid 3 1291 10 8 26 104 138 122 130 138 98

Missing 135 9 128 130 112 34 0 16 8 0 40

Mean 9.4 20 4 2.19 6.01 11.27 3446 20.36 4462 6554 22.89

SD 5.86 8.58 4,55 1.54 3.54 6.41 15.02 9.34 1345 15.02 19.18

Minimum  3.33 5 0.83 0.83 3.33 25 11.67 1.67 10 16.67 25

Maximum 15 50 16.67 5.83 16.67 33.33 83.34 50 80.83 88.33 100
Credits

Uni. Tartu 0 20 0 0 0 125 53.3 0 25.83 46.65 41.67

Note. Values represent scaled ECTS credits across all programmes. R. = Research-oriented; P. = Practicioner-oriented, Elec.
= Elective courses, Intern. = Internship
Prova finale (n=11) included.

Research-related seminars and qolloquiums were found in only 18 universities, typically
accounting for up to 6% of the programme’s total credit load. As with the thesis, due to low
variability in their credit allocations, seminar and colloquium credits were also grouped under

research-oriented credits for future analysis.

Interestingly, mandatory research internship were observed exclusively in 120-credit
programmes. Research-oriented coursework (excluding thesis, colloquiums and seminars),
accounts for approximately11.3% of the total credit load of programmes. Altogether,thesis,
seminars, golloquiums and research-oriented courses constitute, on average, just over one-third

(34.46%) of the total programme credit load.

At the University of Tartu, slightly more than half of the credit load (~53%) is allocated to
research-oriented courses, while approximately 47% is devoted to practitioner-oriented
components. Notably, the University of Tartu provides significantly more flexibility in course
selection compared to other programmes, with elective courses making up around 42% of the
curriculum. Across all programmes, elective courses typically constitute around 23% of the total

credit load.

In summary, on average, within the selected universities and programmes, thesis accounts for
20% of the total ECTS credits. Approximately 34% of credits are allocated for research-oriented
courses, including internships, seminars and colloquia. In contrast, approximately 66% are

allocated for practitioner-oriented courses. In the context of 120-ECTS programme, the
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distribution corresponds to 24 ECTS credits for thesis, an additional 16 credits for research
studies and 80 credit points for practitioner-oriented coursework, including internships and

seminars.

Regarding elective courses, 40 programmes did not offer any form of optionality, while 98
programmes included at least some elective components in the curriculum. On average,
approximately 22% of the total curriculum credits are allocated for electives, which translates to
around 26 ECTS credits in a typical 120-ECTS programme. However, when isolating only the

120-ECTS programmes, the average number of credits allocated for elective courses was 15.

ECTS credits, university metrics, and performance indicators

A correlation analysis (see Table 3) was conducted to explore relationships between THE
performance indicators and scaled ECTS credit allocations for research- and practitioner-oriented
credits (H2), curriculum flexibility metrics, such as elective credit allocation (Hs) and the number
of available programmes (H4). Various university metrics, such as the number of students (Hob),
the number of international students (Hoc), and student-to-staff ratio (Hod) were also included as
exploratory variables. Due to the nonparametric nature of most credit variables, Spearman’s p

was used.

As expected, all performance indicators show moderate to strong correlations with the overall
ranking, ranging from International Outlook (p =.677, p<.001) to Research Environment
(p=.914, p<.001). A moderate correlation appeared between research-oriented credit allocation
and Overall Ranking (p=.537, p<.001), indicating that higher investment in research training is
associated with better performance in THE rankings. No significant correlation between elective
course credits and ranking was found. The number of psychology programmes offered showed a

weak positive correlation with Overall Rank (p=.242, p<.01)

Among university metrics, student-to-staff ratio had a weak positive correlation with ranking
(p=.218, p<.05), suggesting that more faculty attention per student may offer a slight advantage.
The percentage of international students showed a moderate correlation (p=.525, p<.001), while

total student numbers had no significant relation with overall rank.



Table 3. Correlations between THE rankings, normalized ECTS credit amounts and universities’ metrics (Spearman’s p), Nn=138
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Variable
2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 11. 12.
1. Overall Average —
2. Teaching .863"" —
3. R_esearch 941 830" o
Environment
4. Research Quality .844™ 576" 7527 —
5. Industry 832" 689" 793 654" —
6. International Outlook 677" 586" 619" 455" .540™ —
7. Students per staff 218" 179" 278" 225" .245™ -.013 —
?%I)nternatlonal Students 535 473 557 993 4517 706" 041 o
9. Nr. FTE Students 136 .248™ 149 .061 .078 -.039 .249™ -.086 —
10. % ECTS R. Total ~ .537"" .408™" 557 4387 485" 544™ .042 450" -179" —
11. % ECTS P. total -.536™" 4117 -.556"™" -.439™ -.484" -.546™" -.041 -.451" .182" -.999™" —
12. % Elec. Total .054 -.034 .017 .091 -.029 .145 -.238" -.049 .016 177 -.180" —
13. Nr of Programmes ~ .242™ .304™ 233" 152 .088 287 .094 243" 405" -.017 .016 .028

*p< .05 **p< 0L, **p<.001
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Multiple linear regression models were performed to test for Hypotheses 2 through 4, examining
whether allocation of credits to research- and practitioner-oriented coursework (H2), elective
credits (Hs), and no. of available programmes (Hs) along with previously mentioned university
metrics (Hob,c,a), could predict overall performance and subcategory scores in the Times Higher

Education ranking system.

Six linear regression models were run to predict the universities’ Overall Rank and the scores for
Teaching, Research Environment, Research Quality, Industry, and International Outlook in the
2024 THE ranking. All models were statistically significant F(6, 131), p<0.001, with adjusted R?
values ranging from 0.207 to 0.638.

Statistically significant predictions for Overall Ranking included research-oriented ECTS credits,
number of students per staff, number of international students and number of programmes. In
contrast, elective ECTS credits and the number of full time students did not significantly predict
Overall Rank (see Table 4).

For the Teaching category (Table 5), significant predictors were research-oriented ECTS credits,
number of international students, and number of programmes. Research Environment ranking
was predicted by research ECTS credits, student-to-staff ratio, number of international students,

and number of programmes (Table 6).

Research-oriented ECTS credits and number of students per staff predict Research Quality
ranking (Table 7). The Industry score is predicted by higher research-oriented ECTS credits,
number of students per staff, and number of international students (Table 8). Finally, the
International Outlook rank is predicted by higher research-oriented ECTS credits and the number

of international students (Table 9).

The results are summarized in Tables 4 through 9.
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Table 4. Linear regression model — Overall Rank

Independent 95% CI Model
variables i t p B Lower Upper Statistics
Ho (Intercept) 37.33 <.001 42.76 40.49 45.02
H (Intercept) 4.81 <.001 16.43 9.68 23.18
Research
ECTS 0.38 472 <.001 0.37 0.20 0.48
Elective F(6, 131) =
ECTS -0.01 -0.14 .892 -0.01 -0.11 0.09 14.286, p<.001
No. FTE : )
students 0.09 1.19 .236 <0.001 <-0.001 <0.001 Adjus;gg R2 =
Studentsper 1 2,51 013 0.18 0.04 0.33 '
staff
International , 7 345 <001 3721 15.88 58.55
Students
No. 0.21 2.66 .009 0.95 0.25 1.66
programmes

Note. Standardized beta coefficients () are shown. Cl = Confidence Interval. ECTS = European Credit Transfer and
Accumulation System credits. No. = Number

Table 5. Linear regression model — Teaching

Independent 95% ClI Model
variables B* t p B Lower Upper Statistics
Ho (Intercept) 23.80 <.001 28.75 26.36 31.14
H. (Intercept) 1.03 .305 3.89 -3.59 11.37
Research
ECTS 0.27 3.26 .001 0.26 0.10 0.41
Elective F(6, 131) =
ECTS -0.01 -0.18 .856 -0.01 -0.12 0.10 10.931, p<.001
No. FTE : ) _
students 0.16 1.94 .05 <0.001 < -0.001 <0.001 Adjus?t’gg R2 =
Students per ) 1 1.54 127 0.12 -0.04 0.28 '
staff
International , », 2.90 004 34.66 11.04 58.29
Students
No. 0.27 3.40 <.001 1.34 0.56 213
programmes

Note. Standardized beta coefficients (B) are shown. Cl = Confidence Interval. ECTS = European Credit Transfer and
Accumulation System credits. No. = Number



Table 6. Linear regression model — Research Environment
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Independent 95% CI Model
variables i t p B Lower Upper Statistics
Ho  (Intercept) 1794 <001  27.85 24.78 30.93
Hi  (Intercept) 1139 167 6.63 -16.07 2.82
Research
ECTS 0.35 4.22 <.001 0.42 0.22 0.62
Elective F(6, 131) =
ECTS -0.04 -0.47 .639 -0.03 -0.17 0.11 12.117, p<.001
No. FTE . )
students 0.09 1.11 .269 <0.001 <-0.001 <0.001 Adjuséez(i R2 =
Studentsper 5 2.96 004 0.30 0.10 0.50 '
staff
International , », 2.90 004 43.74 13.90 73.57
Students
No. 0.21 2.69 008 1.34 0.35 2.33
programmes

Note. Standardized beta coefficients () are shown.
Accumulation System credits. No. = Number

Table 7. Linear regression model — Research Quality

CI = Confidence Interval. ECTS = European Credit Transfer and

Independent 95% CI Model
variables B t p B Lower Upper Statistics
Ho (Intercept) 59.71 <.001 60.79 58.78 62.80
Hi (Intercept) 12.58 <.001 42.73 36.01 49.45
Research
ECTS 0.39 4.36 < .001 0.31 0.17 0.45
Elective F(6, 131) =
ECTS 0.02 0.30 .766 0.02 -0.08 0.12 6.966, p<.001
No. FTE . )
students -0.01 -0.01 .929 <-0.001 < -0.001 <0.001 Adjusztg(; R2 =
Students per ;1 2.48 014 0.18 0.03 0.32 '
staff
International ) 0.84 404 8.99 12,25 30.22
Students
No. 0.13 1.51 134 0.54 -0.17 1.24
programmes

Note. Standardized beta coefficients (B) are shown.
Accumulation System credits. No. = Number

Cl = Confidence Interval. ECTS = European Credit Transfer and



Table 8. Linear regression model — Industry
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Independent 95% CI Model
variables i t p B Lower Upper Statistics
Ho  (Intercept) 2569  <.001  57.51 53.08 61.94
Hi  (Intercept) 1.50 136 10.63 -3.40 24.66
Research
ECTS 0.45 5.26 <.001 0.78 0.49 1.07
Elective F(6, 131) =
ECTS -0.07 -0.86 .390 -0.09 -0.30 0.12 10.128, p<.001
No. FTE . )
students 0.12 1.39 167 <0.001 <-0.001 <0.001 Adjusztz(é R2 =
Studentsper 4 ;5 2.33 021 0.35 0.05 0.65 '
staff
International -, 5, 2.43 016 54.47 10.13 98.80
Students
No. 0.03 0.31 759 0.23 1,24 1.70
programmes

Note. Standardized beta coefficients () are shown. Cl = Confidence Interval. ECTS = European Credit Transfer and

Accumulation System credits. No. = Number

Table 9. Linear regression model — International Outlook

Independent 95% CI Model
variables B t p B Lower Upper Statistics
Ho (Intercept) 36.46 <.001 55.40 52.39 58.40
Hi  (Intercept) 7.87 <001 2696 20.19 33.74
Research
s 0.22 3.63 < 001 0.26 0.12 0.40
Elective F(6, 131) =
ey 0.10 1.76 080 0.09 -0.01 019 41530 pe ool
No. FTE _ .
et -0.01 -0.12 908  <-0.001  <-0.001 <0.001 Adjuségg R? =
Studentsper ) -0.41 680 -0.03 017 0.11 '
staff
International ) oo 1093  <.001 11834 96.93 139.75
Students
No. 0.09 1.59 114 057 -0.14 1.28
programmes

Note. Standardized beta coefficients () are shown. Cl = Confidence Interval. ECTS = European Credit Transfer and

Accumulation System credits. No. = Number
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Discussion

The purpose of this research was to give an overview of psychology Master’s degree
programmes in European universities and gain insight into how other universities approach
psychology Master’s degree studies. In addition, it was questioned whether the allocation of
credits between research- and practitioner-oriented courses and thesis could be related to the

world university ranking scores based on Times Higher Education official 2024 ranking list.

Curriculum design and programmes

The curriculum overview offered some insight into the variety of degree requirements across
universities. Allocating approximately 20-25% of the total programme credit load for the thesis
seems to be the most optimal, or at least widely accepted, approach to designing a curriculum,
regardless of a position in the THE ranking list. Minimal variation in thesis credits and
examination formats limited the possibility for more detailed analysis, however, the uniformity
of curriculum design is itself worth notingt. Still, a few outliers exist, especially in many Italian
universities, where instead of a traditional thesis, a more “hybrid” examination format called

Prova Finale is offered.

This format combines a research project with an evaluation of student’s skills and development
through curriculum. Within the current research, it is difficult to assess the direct effects of either
approaches, however Prova Finale appears to offer a more balanced approach, whereas a thesis
remains strictly research-oriented. Since these formats may lead to slightly different learning
outcomes. institution should probably take examination format into account when designing a
curriculum. When the aim is to also follow the balanced approach of the scientist-practitioner
model, opting for a more integrative examination format (and thereby increasing the proportion
of practitioner-oriented credits) would likely require compensating with additional research-

oriented coursework elsewhere in the programme.

Regarding other coursework besides examination format, on average roughly 1/3 of the total
credit load was allocated for research-oriented coursework and the remaining 2/3 for
practitioner-oriented credits.

Although, programme paths and their relation to ranking was not analysed, it raises an interesting

idea. Considering how both internationalization, as well as research environment boost THE
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ranking scores (Times Higher Education, 2023a), it could be that offering even wider optionality
through training path selection would increase the number of international students, as well as
improve student engagement and therefore indirectly create an environment that more aligns

with that of THE performance measures.

Research-oriented ECTS credit allocation and university ranking

The analysis suggests that an increased allocation of ECTS for research-oriented courses (rather
than practitioner-oriented courses) is positively associated with higher positions in the Times
Higher Education ranking (Hz). This finding is in line with the expectations. As mentioned in the
THE methodology (Times Higher Education, 2024a) and also discussed by Anowar et al. (2014)
and Bowman & Bastedo (2013), the THE ranking system is skewed towards research-oriented
metrics, specifically research quality and research environment. Therefore, placing more
emphasis on developing students’ academic skills and providing an environment that supports
research advancement, should, in theory, improve the performance indicators necessary for

improving a university’s THE ranking score.

On the other hand, it is important to acknowledge that the results in this paper do not imply
causality. The Times Higher Education (2024a) ranking incorporates multiple metrics, such as
Teaching, Industry, and International Outlook that also contribute to a university’s overall score.
Furthermore, Bowman & Bastedo (2013) and Pang (2020) have highlighted the possibility that
higher ranking universities have more resources and prestige and are therefore also more likely
to maintain and enhance their advantage over other contenders, reinforcing their status through a
positive feedback loop. Additionally, Lim (2018) emphasizes the role of ranker subjectivity
which complicates the interpretation of ranking outcomes even further.

Whereas building a more supportive foundation towards research-oriented training in
psychologists may improve ranking performance in the Times Higher Education ranking system,
it is crucial to ensure this shift does not come at an expense of a balanced scientist-practitioner
model of training. Additionally, institutions should consider the many other non-curricular

factors that influence ranking outcomes.
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Curriculum flexibility and university ranking

No statistically significant relationship was found between university ranking and the number of
elective ECTS credits. In contrast, a small positive effect was observed between the number of
available programmes and overall university rank, as well as Teaching and Research

Environment performance indicators.

Magana et al. (2021) suggests that fostering student interest, self-efficacy, and belonging requires
alignment between a student’s personal interests and their field of study. Additionally, it has been
established that greater flexibility in curriculum design supports student autonomy — an element
linked to motivation, engagement and academic success (Garcia et al., 1996; Bureau et al., 2022;
Huescar Hernandez et al., 2020; Reeve et al., 2004). However, this finding introduces an

interesting nuance of where in the training process this flexibility could actually matter.

It may be that offering a wide variety of programme paths allows student to select a discipline
that already aligns with their interest, providing motivation and engagement early in their
academic journey. However, once a programme selection is made, the additional flexibility
provided by elective courses within the programme may not be significant enough to further
influence student’s motivational factors. As the distinction of flexibility between programme
availability and curriculum design has not been explored previously, an idea for future research

is proposed in this paper.

Moreover, the actual variety of available courses may not be significant enough to have a
meaningful impact. For example, a student might be required to choose 6 ECTS credits from a
pool of 18 ECTS credits, yet all 18 credits may consist of courses that are very similar in content

and learning outcomes.

Similarily to research-oriented courses, the lack of significant relationship between elective
ECTS credits and university ranking may also be attributed to other influencing factors discussed

earlier, such as the nature of the THE ranking system.

Institutional characteristics
Although, institutional characteristics (student-to-staff ratio, number of international students and

number of FTE students) were included without specific expectations regarding their influence,

the findings indicate that some of them, particularly the number of international students and
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student-to-staff ratio, are significantly associated with multiple ranking dimensions. This
suggests that their influence may extend beyond their explicit weighted contributions in the THE
methodology, and challenges the assumptions that these variables are fully controlled for within
the ranking system.

Uslu (2020) has argued that internationalization can enhance global visibility or manifest in a
stronger institution’s research portfolio through collaborators. Even though international students
contribute only 2.5%, to THE’s overall score (Times Higher Education, 2023a), its strong
predictive value across multiple ranking categories supports this view. Thus, internationalization
may reflect broader institutional strengths, such as academic reputation, global engagement, or
research networks, which are indirectly rewarded in the ranking process.

The association of stutent-to-staff ratio to categories beyond Teaching also suggests a broader
relevance, perhaps tied to teaching staff stress levels and burnout (Watts & Robertson, 2010;
Hojo, 2020) which has also been linked to negatively affect student’s academic achievements
(Klusmann et al., 2016).

Altogether, from a perspective of an academic institution, increasing the number of international
students and staff capacity relative to students is likely to affect the THE quality metrics beyond

their explicit weighted contribution.

Limitations

The research explored the variety of possible curriculum designs and found associations between
curriculum design and university ranking. However, one of the important factors that was not
controlled for in this study relates to the data collection process. Specifically, data was gathered
from only one programme per university, meaning that information about other curricula and
their credit allocations was not considered, thus it is unknown how other programme credit
division would interact with university ranking scores. As a result, it is not possible to attribute
causal relationships to the specific (psychology) curriculum desing and its influence on

university ranking.

Due to the hierarchical appriach to programme selection, the data was skewed towards
practitioner-oriented courses, resulting in an unequal representation of psychology programmes.

In further research on this topic, introducing randomness into programme selection process could
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provide more balanced data. Also, collecting data from all psychology programmes withing a
single university could prove more beneficial for accurately assessing the influence of

curriculum design on university ranking.

Furthermore, since most programmes offer at least some flexibility through elective courses, it
was nearly impossible to assess the actual distribution of ECTS credits. The challenge was
adressed by dividing the ambiguous elective course credits equally between research- and

practitioner-oriented credits, however, this still leaves room for uncertainty.

As previously discussed, one of the limitations of this research is that the THE ranking system
itself is biased towards research-oriented metrics (Bowman & Bastedo, 2013; Anowar et al.,
2014; Pang 2020). As noted by Anowar et al. (2014) the THE performance methodology favours
research-intensive universities and at least part of the THE ranking is formed based on
questionnaires filled by academics, which introduces subjectivity into evaluations. There is also a
high likelihood of self-sustaining positive feedback loop, where it is easier for top universities to
remain at the top and enhance their advantage due to already having the most resources, as well
as being the most prestigious and recognized (Bowman & Bastedo, 2013; Pang 2020). As a
result, it becomes challenging to draw reliable conclusions or accurately attribute the influence of

programme characteristics on ranking.

Finally, the Times Higher Education ranking list is incomplete, as the number of participating
universities fluctuates annually (Times Higher Education, 2025a; 2025b). Some universities,
such as Utrecht University have also opted out entirely, citing the strain of remaining competitive
as a reason (Utrecht University, 2023). In the context of this research, it means that not all

relevant universities are represented in the dataset.
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Conclusion

An attempt was made to assess whether the choice of an examination format (exam vs. thesis)
might relate to university ranking (Hoa). However, due to the limited number of programmes
offering a final exam (n=9), no meaningful comparison between the two groups was possible,
and no conclusions could be drawn regarding this relationship. Similarily, Hi, which predicted a
positive association between thesis ECTS credit allocation and ranking, could not be confirmed

due to low variability, as most programmes dedicate 20-25% of their credits to thesis.

However, strong support was found for Hz: an increased allocation of ECTS credits for research-
oriented courses would associate positively with higher positions in the THE ranking. This
indicates that emphasizing research-focused training may enhance institutional performance in
the ranking system. It is, however, crucial to ensure this shift does not come at an expense of a
balanced scientist-practitioner model of training.

A hypothesis (Hs) that allocating more elective credits would be positively associated with
higher positions in the THE ranking was not supported. In contrast, Hs was confirmed — a
positive relationship was observed between the number of available programmes and university
rankings, particularly in the Teaching and Research Environment performance indicators. These
findings suggest that flexibility within a curriculum may be overshadowed by the ability to

choose between different training paths.

Although institutional characteristics were included as exploratory variables, the contribution of
the number of international students and student-to-staff ratio to the quality measures of THE
ranking system likely goes beyond their explicit weighted contributions (Hoca). Therefore,
increasing the number of international students and staff capacity also increases other quality

measures besides International Outlook and Teaching.

In summary, this study contributes to a deeper understanding of how curriculum structures and
institutional characteristics intersect with THE global psychology university rankings. It
highlights that (a) some universities offer a hybrid examination format that includes both the
thesis and an evaluation of student’s academic progress; (b) emphasizing research-oriented
coursework (rather than practitioner-oriented) and offering multiple programme pathways predict

higher THE global rankings; and (c) even though international student presence and student-to-
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staff ratio are weighted in the ranking methodology, their consistent predictive value across

multiple categories suggest they contribute more broadly to the quality indicators.

Future research is needed to deepen these insights. As this study focused specifically on
practitioner-oriented courses, future research should investigate the balance across a wider range
or programme types. Moreover, the relative effects of curricula flexibility versus programme

selection flexibility on student and institutional outcomes warrant closer examination.
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