
Dr Helena Lim
The Higher Education Academy

4th Annual HEIR Conference

Kingston University, 16-17 June 2011



 Introductory 
workshop

 Aimed at colleagues 
new to the concept 
and practice of IRIR
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 Briefly introduce 
yourselves 

 In one sentence, please 
write down a working 
definition of IR.



Logically, we should 
begin this discussion 
with some precise 
definition of what is 
meant by the term 
'Institutional Research'. 

John Lyons,1976

I can only say I wish 
we could.



 Research conducted within 
an institution of higher 
education in order to 
provide information which 
supports planning, policy 
formation, and decision 
making.      

Saupe, 1981

 Research undertaken within 
an institution or higher 
education system to 
provide information to 
support an evidence-
informed approach to policy 
and practice.     

UK and Ireland IR Network, 2008



• “Doing more with less”

• “Radical shake-up” of HE 

• Higher tuition fees

• Review of quality 
systems

• Change in demographic 
base

• Global HE market

• Competing/diverse 
agendas

• Change is the only 
constant



there are known knowns; 
there are things we know 
we know. 

We also know there are 
known unknowns; that is 
to say we know there are 
some things we do not 
know. 

But there are also 
unknown unknowns - the 
ones we don't know we 
don't know. 

Donald H. Rumsfeld, 2002
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Who knows?

Rumsfeld Ignorance 
Management Framework



The university is awash 
with data: but is it 
awash with institutional  
intelligence? 

Longden and Yorke, 2009



US model UK model?

Reporting
Change 

management

Decision support
Quality assurance 

(accreditation)

Central IR 

function





 What is your job 
title? 

 What is your role?

 Do you consider 
yourself an IR 
practitioner?





Learning & teaching research

•Research of teaching and the effects of educational/academic development

•Quantitative and qualitative evaluations of students‟ performance in academic programmes

Student experience research

•Longitudinal studies of institutional effectiveness in promoting student learning

•Compilation and analysis of statistical data derived from applications, enrolments, progression 

& retention

Quality assurance and enhancement

•Evaluation of compliance against legislation or institutional regulation

•Evaluation of internal audits/surveys of practice both academic and non-academic

Policy development & evaluation

•Evaluation of the impacts of institutional policy

Strategic planning 

•Analysis of data and  information to inform decisions relevant to whole institution performance

•Benchmarking of institutional performance

Market & business intelligence 

•Student recruitment and market positioning

•Portfolio development

•Fees

Change initiatives

•Research to support/evaluate major change initiatives  (e.g. curriculum review)
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 Which aspects of IR 
is undertaken in 
your institution?

 Which aspects of IR 
do you undertake?

 Where would you 
situate yourself on 
the IR map?



Transforming data into intelligence

Data– numbers, facts, 
out of context

Information –data in 
context, meaningful

Knowledge
– how to and why

Action – reflection, deciding 
what to do



problem 

definition

data 

gathering

data 

cleaning

data 

analysis

writing of 

reports

Presenta-

tion of 

results



▫ External & internal reporting 
 Accountability reporting, 

management reports, F&F, 

rankings , DLHE, KIS

▫ Planning & projects
 Decision support studies, benchmarking, enrolment projections

▫ Information management 

 Data warehousing:  student records system

▫ Enhancement & development
 Staff and student satisfaction surveys, module evaluation, NSS, 

PRES, PTES

What others can you think of?



 ...the goals of 
institutional self-study 
include not only better 
strategic choices but 
also winning hearts 
and minds, inside and 
outside the institution; 
in other words, the art 
of persuasion.

Watson and Maddison, 2005



 What skills do 
institutional 
researchers need?

 What skills do you 
need?

 What additional skills 
do you need?



 Statistics

 Research methods
◦ Qualitative v quantitative

 Computer based 
reporting tools

 Data mining

 Communication
◦ Presentation

◦ Influencing and 

negotiating



Timeliness

Data quality

Data literacy

Integrity

Resourcing

Location

Lone voice in the 

wilderness

What other challenges 
can you identify?



 Closing the loop 
between data 
collection, data 
analysis and action 
planning.

 IR is undertaken 
„for‟ rather than just 
„about‟ higher 
education                        

Blurring line 

between 

„academic‟ 

and „support 

roles.

Institutions 

move past 

„benign 

amateurism‟

Different parts 

of institutional 

community view 

IR as integral to 

achievement of 

their own goals. 



 Number crunchers... 
data pushers... or 
change agents?



More than beans


