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ecently,
some of In-
dia’s leading
higher edu-
cation institutions have
improved their standing
in global rankings. The
IITs of Bombay, Delhi,
Kanpur and Madras and
the Indian Institute of
Science  (IISc) were
ranked among the
world’s top 250 universi-
ties in the QS World Un-
iversity Rankings 2026.
The IISc was the only In-
dian institution to"fea-
ture in the global top
100, securing 96th place

- in Computer Science, in

THE World University

Rankings by Subject
2026.
Continuing problems

Yet, these reports and
other studies point to
continuing problems in
Indian higher education,
including  inadequate
funding for research, ir-
relevant and low-quality
research, limited innova-
tion, and outdated cur-
ricula that prevent even
India’s best institutions
from breaking into the
world’s top 50 or 100 un-
iversities.

Although these con-
cerns have been dis-
cussed widely, poorly
planned “reforms” and
ill-conceived policy mea-
sures risk weakening the
education system in-
stead of improving it.

In this context, the
story of the “cobra ef-
fect” has some relevance
to Indian higher educa-
tion. During the British
colonial period, when
venomous cobras posed
a serious threat to hu-
man life, the government
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introduced a scheme of-
fering cash rewards for
dead snakes.

However, the policy
produced an unintended
and counter-productive
outcome: people began
breeding cobras to kill
them and claim the re-
ward. When the govern-
ment withdrew the
scheme, the bred cobras
were released, leading to
an even larger snake
population and greater
danger than before.

A similar concern aris-

es in contemporary high-
er education. Ever since

, the Ministry of Educa-
tion introduced the NIRF
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The key challenge is to move the Indian higher education System
towards genuine excellence and global competitiveness, rather

than achieving numerical targets
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system to rank institu-
tions on various parame-
ters, institutions have
been competing to boost
measurable outputs such
as the number of Ph.D.s
awarded and research
publications, often by of-
fering monetary incen-
tives and linking them to
academic promotions.

Impact

At first glance, these
measures appear pro-
mising. But have they
truly enhanced the quali-
ty of higher education,
or have they produced a
version of the cobra ef-
fect? The answer lies in a

careful assessment of

outcomes: the quality

and originality of re-
search produced, its tan-
gible impact on society,
and the extent to which
it leads to meaningful in-
novation. Without such
scrutiny, well-inten-
tioned policies risk en-
couraging quantity over
quality, precisely the
kind of unintended con-
sequence the cobra ef-
fect warns us against.
The Global Innovation
Index ranks leading in-
novators worldwide and
evaluates the perfor-
marce of 139 countries.

In the 2025 edition, Swit-
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zerland retained the top
position for the 15_th con-
secutive year, while Swe-
den and the U.S. conti-
nue to hold second and
third place for the third
consecutive year- China
entered the top 10 for the
first time, and India was
ranked 39th.

What constrains In-
dia’s innovation Poten-
tial? According to reports
such as Patent Pulse
2025 and Pragis Analy-
sis, patent filings in India
increased by 63.5% over
five years, surpassing
90,000 in 2024. In 2024,
more than 100,000 pa-
tents -were granted, Ho-

wever, only a small frac-
tion (approximately
0.4%) was commercial-
ised or effectively put to
use. A
Several factors in-
fluence the conversion of

patents into tangible in-.

novation. A key con-
straint could be India’s
relatively low investment
in research and develop-
ment (around 0.64% of
GDP). This is significant-

"1y lower than the corres-

ponding figures for, say,
China (2.4%), the U.S.
(3.5%), or Israel (5.4%).

Learnings

What can we learn from
higher education institu-
tions that have consis-
tently performed well ov-
er the years? First, the
importance of a strong

" academic vision rooted
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in excellence in teaching,
research, and innova-
tion. These institutions
not only produce know-
ledgeable © and skilled
graduates but also foster
critical thinking, encour-
age innovation, and nur-
ture the ability to deve-
lop creative solutions to
emerging challenges.

By studying their best
practices and cultures of
excellence, we can iden-

tify the key factors be-
hind their sustained glo-
bal success. Meaningful
reforms based on these
lessons can help place
our institutions on a
stronger path of growth
and international com-
petitiveness.  Although
many institutions in In-
dia present ambitious
goals in their vision and
mission statements, only
a few translate these
ideas into effective ac-
tion and lasting results.

Higher education
strength depends on
quality rather than quan-
tity. Simply increasing
research papers, pa-
tents, or doctorates does
not ensure excellence.
What matters is originali-
ty and impact. Overem-
phasis on numerical tar-
gets may create a “cobra
effect,” producing unin-
tended harms.

The key challenge is
shifting India’s system to-
ward genuine excellence
and global
competitiveness.
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