


1

Regional Context of Institutional 
Research: Decision Support 
Issues in Central and Eastern 
Europe
Ninoslav Scukanec 
Institute for the Development of Education (IDE)
Zagreb, Croatia

University of Rijeka, 23 February 2016



2

Content
• Development of institutional research practices in 

Central and Eastern Europe (CEE)
– How practices of collecting, synthesizing and analyzing 

institutional data have developed at public universities 
in six countries:
Austria, Slovenia, Croatia, Serbia, Romania and Poland

• Data obtained through a fact-finding survey in 2014, 
distributed to:
– Academic leaders and university managers at selected 

universities
– Representatives from the Ministries
– Representatives from the Quality Assurance (QA) Agencies
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Content Findings published as a book chapter 
in 2015:
• Authors: Manja Klemenčić, University of 

Harvard // Ninoslav Šćukanec, Institute for 
the Development of Education // 
Janja Komljenović, University of Bristol

• Title of the chapter: Decision Support 
Issues in Central and Eastern Europe

• Title of the book: Institutional Research 
and Planning in Higher Education: Global 
Contexts and Themes. 
– Edited by Karen L. Webber and 

Angel J. Calderon
– Published by Routledge (Taylor & Francis): 

New York and London



Context 1
• Universities: Since the 1990s, universities have obtained 

more autonomy from government steering
Universities decide on their internal organization and 

conduct of their operation
• Governments have strengthened the evaluation and 

accountability mechanisms (Stensaker & Harvey, 2011)
 ‘Evaluative state’ has delegated evaluative competences 

onto independent agencies (QA, research funding, 
performance funding, internationalization) + national 
statistical offices > Eurostat > UNESCO-OECD databases
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Increased the governments’ and the agencies’ 
demand for data on university operations



Context 2
• The Bologna Process and the EU’s 

modernization agenda for higher education
– Emphasizes the strategic role of universities in promoting 

the competitiveness of European economies (Robertson, 
2008), but also in contributing to greater social cohesion.

– An important source of guidance, technical and financial 
support for the reform process in higher education, in 
particular in the areas of institutional governance, quality 
assurance and funding models. 
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Crucial implications on the development 
of institutional research



Context 3
• Within the universities themselves, a need for 

more and better ‘institutional intelligence’
– University leaders need to figure out how to fulfill the 

increasing demands from multiple stakeholders
+

– Envisage the position of their university in a national and 
global higher education ‘market place’ (external reporting 
requirements from the various ranking agencies)
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Context 1 Context 2 Context 3
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Prime time for institutional research in Europe

At CEE universities, we can clearly identify strengthening 
practices of collecting, synthesizing, and analyzing 
institutional data to fulfill

- mandatory reporting requirements
- assessment
- support university decision making and planning



In the dark all universities look the same, but…
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…With some light we can see important 
differences.
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Goals of analysis
1. To analyze external pressures on universities 

manifested through changes in mandatory 
reporting requirements and the implications these 
have on the institutional research practices
 Strengthening of external quality assurance
 Changes in the funding models

2. To what extent these external pressures altered 
internal university steering mechanisms by 
introducing more performance-oriented 
management practices
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The policy context of 
strengthened quality assurance
• Bologna Process > Standards and Guidelines for QA 

in EHEA > changes in external regulatory requirements
– “institutions should ensure that they collect, analyze and use 

relevant information for the effective management of their 
programs of study and other activities” (Bologna Process, 2009)

– “institutional self-knowledge is the starting point for effective 
quality assurance” (Bologna Process, 2009)
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In all of the examined countries: 
 strengthening of the external QA bodies and processes on 
the system level
 further development of internal QA structures and procedures
Both resulting in more developed practices of data collection, 
analysis, and reporting on university operation



The policy context of 
performance-based funding 
• The systems of allocating state funds to universities 

have been changing from the input-based models to 
the performance-based models (Jongbloed et al., 2010)
– Fundamental differences in the type of data and reports 

requested from universities by the governments in the 
> incremental funding (based on previous years’ allocation) 
> formula funding (standard criteria for all HEIs) 
> negotiated funding (based on negotiations over a budget 
proposed by HEI)
>> contract funding (meeting targets agreed on in a 
performance contract)
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The policy context of 
performance-based funding 
• The shifts in funding models

fundamentally changed the nature of mandatory
reporting, data collection, and university financial 
management

– However, in most of the examined countries, with exception of 
Austria and Romania, the changes in regulatory mechanisms 
(and thus reporting requirements) have not yet pushed for a 
dramatic turn to performance-based management at 
universities
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Model 1: National data collection models
• Data collection in CEE is in most cases supported by 

government information systems 
(which differ considerably across examined countries)

• The prevalent model: Centralized, in most cases 
non-integrated, national information system  data on 
different activities is not gathered in one warehouse

• National databases serve national needs and are rather 
insensitive to an institution’s data needs
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Model 1: National data collection models
University primary data collection streams …

• feed into different data warehouses often without an 
adequate correlation at the level of methods and tools

• resulting in unsynchronized collection schedules
• resulting in major differences regarding data categories,

nomenclatures, and terminology used
• without distinct validation procedure

Such non-integrated national information systems 
DO NOT drive standardization of institutional 
data collection at  CEE universities.
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Model 1: National data collection models
• The ambition everywhere in CEE is to integrate the data 

warehouses into one centralized and integrated 
national information system
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One central warehouse …
•would cover data from all or most of the key 
areas of university operations
•would be managed by the Ministry 

The country closest to such a system is Austria



Model 2: University data collection models
• Primary ‘collecting’ units: Student affairs, 

international office, human resources, research 
management, finance, library
– Usually within central administration

• Separate unit for QUALITY ASSURANCE, 
institutional data analysis, and reporting
– Coordinates data collection from the ‘primary’ collecting 

units, and is also responsible for analyses and reporting
– Within central administration
– Often connected to the IT unit or includes IT professionals
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Model 2: University data collection models
• Notable differences among universities in the models of 

data collection and in the extent of development of their 
university information systems:
– Advanced systems: The QA units provides senior management 

across the university with regular reports on the performance 
indicators > secures a single version of the truth by using the 
same standards (only Austria)

– In most other CEE universities: Information systems are 
centralized, but non-integrated > there are multiple 
warehouses managed by departments or people at the university 
level

– Integrated or non-integrated universities > different practices exist  
as to which data is gathered at the faculty level and sent to the 
central university administration and analyzed there
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Model 2: University data collection models
What is aggregated at the university level and 
what at the faculty level?
• Aggregated at the university level:
 Most of data on student and staff profiles

• Aggregated at the faculty level: 
 Data on individual student status each year
 Study success 
 Student assessment of individual courses
 Student satisfaction with student services
 Data on research productivity of academic staff
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Model 2: University data collection models
• Key efforts in the area of institutional research at 

universities in the examined countries involves efforts to 
strengthen & develop their central information system 
– create integrated solutions

• Majority of additional positions > opened within university 
administrations to take on institutional research 
function > have taken place in the QA units
– While we cannot speak about a distinct professional profile of 

university institutional researcher, the persons hired into QA 
units tend to be required to have some experience in data 
analysis, knowledge on HE and research, and several soft skills

– Limited institutional capacity to undertake institutional research 
function
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Impact of external pressures on internal 
university steering mechanisms
• Most universities are developing their internal 

QA structures and procedures & are introducing 
some new data categories for measuring 
performance:
Student course evaluation
Student satisfaction surveys
Graduate employability
Surveys on academic staff satisfaction
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Impact of external pressures on internal 
university steering mechanisms
• In rare cases we see substantial new structures for 

institutional research, which would entail significant human 
resources and technology. 

• The link between data collection for meeting reporting 
requirements and university strategic management still 
remains weak (EUA, Loukalla & Zhang, 2010).

• The practice of institutional research to support institutional 
decision making and planning tends to be overshadowed by 
the tasks to fulfill the mandatory reporting requirements. 

• A strategic and performance-oriented management at CEE 
universities is in the early stages of development.
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Conclusion
Management

• The development of performance-oriented
university management …

Institutional
research

• ... which enables institutional research,

Data 
analytics

• of which data analytics is a vital part, …
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… depends on 



 Depends on …
Government steering
• We see systematic development of institutional 

research in HE systems where state has set clear 
performance-based regulations for funding and QA 
(Austria)

National competition
• The extent of competition among HEIs within national HE systems
Global perspective
• The ambitions of the universities to compete within the global HE market
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Without data, 
you are just 

another person 
with an opinion

(Andreas Schleicher, OECD, 2015)


