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1  Introduction 

 Current issues in higher education across the world require higher education 

leaders to thoughtfully make data-informed decisions. Lowered government funding 

support, greater reliance on tuition fees, increasingly diverse student populations, and 

greater accountability prompt the need for accurate, contextualized data. These issues 

prompt higher education researchers to further examine the effect of changing dynamics 

within colleges and universities on student and organizational success. As such, higher 

education scholars apply their skill and deep knowledge of theory of policy application to 

the study of campus issues. In addition, current matters call on the work of data analysts 

and strategic planners, many of whom serve broadly as institutional research practitioners 

as they play a pivotal role in providing data that has been transformed into useful 

information for decision making. Especially as higher education institutions (HEIs) move 

further into the use of Big Data, predictive analytics and other related methods that use 

large volumes of data, analysts and decision makers will need to consider how to use data 

and information for effective decision support.  

 

 As a professional field, institutional research is taking a stronger hold in HEIs 

around the world. Currently in Austria and other parts of EU, the issues, activities, and 

strategic directions for institutional research are somewhat different than those used in 

traditional academically-focused education research, however, there are also some 

commonalities. As higher education continues to move into the next decade, it seems 

important that HEI practitioners and policymakers consider strategies that will blend 

actions from both institutional research and higher education research to ensure strong 

and effective decision support and student success.   

 

 

2   Institutional Research and Higher Education Research Defined  

 

2.1 Institutional Research (IR) has been a distinct profession in U.S. higher 

education for over 50 years. Saupe (1990) defined IR as “the sum of all activities directed 

at empirically describing the full spectrum of functions (educational, administrative, and 

support) at a college or university, which are used for the purposes of institutional 

planning, policy development, and decision making” (p.1). Fincher (1985) described IR 

as a specialized administrative function and fittingly described its practitioners as 

organisational intelligence specialists. In considering the existing literature on the 

foundations and practice of this decision support function, Fincher described the IR office 
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as the ‘engine room’ of the university; developers of policy-related research and research-

led policy; and catalysts for institutional change. Fincher’s work prompted Terenzini 

(1993; 2013) to consider the forms of personal and professional competence, institutional 

understanding, and knowledge needed for effective IR practice. IR practitioners may be 

called or tasked with duties related to data collection, analysis, and/or reporting. They 

may do broader academic planning and strategy, or quality assurance. IR leaders are most 

effective when they are part of senior level discussions on data and its interpretations 

within the context of the particular institutional setting. Calderon (2011) remarks that 

some IR practitioners are playing an active and visionary role in developing and 

assessing strategy and long-term positions for institutions as well as state and national 

higher education systems. This level of knowledge is acquired through experience in the 

field, keeping abreast of the latest scholarly literature, contemplation of the literature, and 

collaboration with peers on how IR professionals can provide effective decision support 

at their institution. To assist in an increased understanding of IR, The Association for 

Institutional Research (AIR) offers succinct information on the roles and functions of IR, 

see https://www.airweb.org/ir-data-professional-overview/duties-and-functions-of-

institutional-research. 

 

The depth and breadth of IR and decision support and the manner in which it is 

carried out depends on the environment within the institution and within the boundaries 

where institutions operate (Webber & Calderon, 2015). Across the world, government 

legislation and funding seek to improve individuals and society as a whole. In many 

educational systems, and increasingly so in many parts of the world, the central role of IR 

has been cemented through these legislated requirements for institutions to provide 

information on the evidence of effectiveness. Ultimately, the purpose, functions, 

activities, services, roles, and mission of IR is determined by institutional decision 

makers. IR is what serves best or fits the purpose of institutions and this is what then 

defines IR within an institution. There is not an easy way to describe what the typical IR 

office generally does, nor what it is expected to perform. The extent of an IR unit’s 

responsibilities is based on the institution’s organisational structure and to whom the IR 

office reports. However, acknowledging the variation, there is a set of tasks, roles, and 

functions that come together to define institutional research in today’s higher education.  

 

2.1   Higher education research (HER), on the other hand, is generally viewed as 

objective, research that examines particular topics related to higher education populations 

or organisations, typically intended for a community of peer scholars who also study the 

subject. Teichler (2014) comments that HER examines the views, the activities, and the 

work context of those who study current activities policies, and anticipate the future roles 

of actions. This may include analysis of activities or policies enacted for a single 

institution, but more likely it is the study of higher education issues for a larger set of 

institutions within a region, nation, or perhaps trends across the world. With its greater 

focus on theoretical concepts and relationships, HER research does not necessarily draw 

practical solutions and compared to the US and Canada, many European policy makers 

believe that HER should be performed in academic departments and institutes, not in the 

administration (Borden & Webber, 2015). As an interdisciplinary field, higher education 

scholars often find guidance from theories that have been developed in other academic 

https://www.airweb.org/ir-data-professional-overview/duties-and-functions-of-institutional-research
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disciplines such as economics, organizational management, and personal growth and 

psychosocial change that occurs over time. With strong theoretical frames to guide, 

traditional empirical HER offers results from rigorous positivist and postpositivist 

designs, however, HER scholars are more recently acknowledging the value of 

qualitative, constructivist studies that offer insights into today’s college students, 

including marginalized populations. Regardless of the research method, HER scholars 

remain dedicated to uncovering new insights about the higher education community or 

the organization. Since HER activities may be supported by externally-funded grants, 

they are motivated firstly by knowledge inquiry and less by institutional problem-solving. 

HER may also serve decision making and resource allocation purposes, but more often 

focuses on policy at higher levels, including regional and national governments.  

 

Although tasks consistent with IR have been carried out in European institutions for 

many years, formal IR was first (more formally) established in the U.S., and in some 

global regions just now forming. In the 1980s, as some EU national governments granted 

higher education institutions more autonomy in exchange for forms of accountability 

(Neave & van Vught, 1991), institutions were prompted to use their internal capacity to 

generate information and data in order to satisfy the government’s demands to oversee 

the institutions. Over the past few decades, government oversight has continued and 

higher education researchers have sought to inform local and national policymakers 

related to higher education issues. Professional associations may also serve to facilitate 

discussion of higher education policy. As the leading educational research association in 

EU, and although its focus is much more strongly related to traditional HER, The 

European Higher Education Society (EAIR) plays an important role in HE research 

policy and practice in Europe and beyond (see http://www.eairweb.org). 

 

Indeed, both types of research ultimately serve improvement purposes: for IR the 

target of improvement is a specific institution’s programs and overall effectiveness; for 

HER, the target of improvement is perceived to be higher education as a sector in its 

service to the education and development needs of the populace (Borden & Webber, 

2015). Because today’s decisions require broad and deep data and decisions, working 

among colleagues is important. Borden and Kezar (2012) argued that decision making in 

higher education is a collaborative organisational process and not as much an activity 

among just a few managers as implied through earlier definitions and perspectives of 

institutional research. As a result, they suggest the need to shift “the purpose of IR from 

one that informs decisions to one that contributed to organisational learning and thereby 

facilitates improvements in organisational effectiveness” (p. 86). This shift and 

challenges in today’s higher education further reinforces the benefits of alliance between 

HER and IR. Perhaps a visual way to view the alliance is seen in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1 

Model for Collaboration Between HER and IR 

 

As shown in the figure, HER and IR professionals engage in a variety of tasks, 

some may fall in a category of routine collection, analysis, and reporting of data, many of 

which might be done more frequently or using less overall personnel time or resources. 

Aligning with Terenzini’s tiers of intelligence (2013), additional tasks and time 

commitment may be allocated to management of data and/or collaboration with others to 

more deeply study, analyse, or publish research findings. While tasks related to 

collection, analysis, and management are important to advance informed decision 

making, more senior level IR and HER staff may invest some or a greater proportion of 

their time contributing to strategies that ensure appropriate use and analysis of data as 

well as planning and policy development. In this proposed framework, IR and HER 

officials may take on various tasks depending on individual skill level and/or as assigned 

within the unit’s organization. Importantly, however, there are many opportunities for 

further involvement in IR and decision support through individual contribution or 

collaboration among IR and HER staff.   

 

 

3  Characteristics of Effective Institutional Research 

  

Along with an understanding of HER, effective IR practitioners possess a number 

of skills and understandings on higher education strategy, management, and 

organizational roles. These competencies include a knowledge of basic statistics, 

educational research methods, strategies and practices for program evaluation, principles 

of quality assurance, survey research design and implementation, key roles and 

responsibilities for higher education leaders, and familiarity with the roles of key external 

stakeholders. In line with Terenzini’s Tiers of Organisational Intelligence (2013), these 

Tier 1 (technical and analytic) and Tier 2 (issues) skills are best implemented when the 

IR practitioner executes Tier 3 (organisational) intelligence that includes a deep 

knowledge of higher education that enables one to effectively communicate how the 

information is situated within the specific context at hand.  

Other scholars have contributed to our understanding of IR. Volkwein (1999; 

2008) defined IR on the basis of its managerial purpose, identifying four functions or 

faces of IR. Largely as information analyst, Volkwein views the IR practitioner also as a 

policy analyst, ‘spin doctor’, scholar/researcher. These last three functions are deemed 

Advocate, Strategize

Manage, Collaborate

Collect, Analyze, Report 

• Discuss, assist in policy formulation

• Stay abreast of changes in higher education

• Lead , collaborate, educate  on data and data use
• Be aware of data security and privacy needs

• See interwoven nature of campus , ensure informed decision 
making across different units, area of campus

• Manage, ensure  data definitions, standards, best practices

• Participate in campus committees and  broad accountability needs

• Collaborate with relevant campus colleagues

• Complete, discuss more advanced reports, statistical analyses and data 
analytic models

• Coordinate/complete external data reports , e.g., ETER, OECD, 
IPEDS, etc.

• Collect, complete accountability reports
• Complete, participate internal  and/or short reports and 

visualization
• Oversee, complete survey research

Institutional 
Research

Higher 
Education 
Research

Todays’ Academic Planning, Policy, 
and Decision Making Require New 
Thinking and Collaboration
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secondary to the information analyst function. However, Huisman (2013) poses the 

question whether this is problematic for IR in that it appears as being inward-looking.  

 

Somewhat in line with Volkwein’s roles, Maasen (1986) identified IR on the basis 

of the services it provides, including data collection on institutional performance; data 

collection on the institutional environment; analysis and interpretation of data collected, 

and transformation of the data into information for decision support in planning and 

management. Similarly, Delaney (2009) defines IR on the basis of services it provides, 

with practitioners engaged as higher education industry knowledge analysts, and 

functioning as knowledge brokers. Collectively, these scholars acknowledge that IR 

officials are first and foremost focused on completing tasks that serve to better inform 

institution leaders about one or more aspect of the institution, typically an issue that 

requires additional information that can help senior leaders determine a solution to ensure 

smooth operations within the institution.  

 

Adding to the ideas put forth by Terenzini (2013), Huisman (2013) and others 

scholars noted, I would add that today’s effective IR leaders must be well-versed with 

new data analytic techniques (such as predictive analytics and quasi-experimental 

methods) and be integral in the institution’s development of a broad and collaborative 

data governance plan.  To ensure success, data management, security, and distribution of 

select information should not remain solely in the IR unit. However, IR leaders must 

remain central in institution-wide discussions about all aspects of student, staff, and 

institution-level data. Lead IR practitioners understand data definitions and nuances of 

data within a specific context, thus providing valuable information to senior decision 

makers. Key discussions about data access, governance, security, and privacy are all 

critical and can benefit from knowledgeable IR leader involvement and prompt the 

importance of ensuring that IR leaders remain central in data governance models. For 

more information, Glasgal and Nestor (2020) detail the role for IR in data governance. 

 

A number of recent discussions debate the value and need for ‘democratization’ 

of data (e.g., Swing & Ross, 2016). As HEIs have enabled active data users in a wide 

range of departments across campus, these authors advocate for a more decentralized 

structure for IR would allow decision makers across campus to develop their own data 

reports, In many cases, such a decentralized structure may allow for the development of 

additional data repositories that would be in contrast to a single source model. Although 

Swing and Ross (2016) argue that such expansion would not diminish the perceived 

value nor strength of the IR office, it seems likely that such a federated network model, 

unless structured correctly, has the potential for increasing the misuse and 

misunderstanding of data and consequently, a lower perceived value of IR. It seems 

likely to me that misunderstandings that come from an unregulated dissemination of data 

to untrained users unfamiliar with data definitions will lower the perceived value of the 

IR unit, leading to its reduced stature and staff size. While a broader set of institutional 

data users is appropriate, a reasonable approach requires thorough training of new users 

prior to data release to ensure knowledge of data definitions, context for specific elements 

that may be unique to one’s environment, and knowledge of principles related to good 
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graphic and visual design that ensure against misinterpretation. More information on the 

need for and value of good graphic design can be found in Webber and Morn (2020).  

 

 

4  Drivers in the Evolution of Institutional Research 

 

 When one considers the state of higher education today, it is likely that data-

informed decision making will remain a priority in HEIs (Lane & Finsel, 2014; 

Klemençiç, 2016), and individuals who develop detailed and contextualized information 

will be valued. The growth of IR across many parts of the world is observed clearly in the 

increased number of international affiliate groups to AIR. Due to insightful leaders and/or 

governments that see the value of higher education for more citizens, IR is expanding at a 

rapid pace in some global regions, while less so in others, but nevertheless growing and 

securing a place of value in HEI decision making. Mathies (2018) identifies three key 

elements that have contributed to the evolution of IR: 1) major technological advances; 2) 

increased demands for accountability; and 3) substantive changes in university 

administration. Many changes have and will continue to occur related to technology 

changes, including the way institution officials capture, integrate, analyze, and report 

data, the push to integrate cloud, web-based servers, and large-scale databases and 

increased external stakeholder interest in accountability and quality assurance.  

 

In particular, technology changes will ensure that data analytics will receive 

greater attention among HEI leaders. Following the lead of activities in business and 

industry over the past two+ decades as well as a small number of innovative scholars and 

HEIs over the past 5-10 years (e.g., Daniel, 2017; Lane & Finsel, 2014; Khalil & Ebner, 

2015; Viberg, Hatakka, Balter & Mavroudi, 2018) more faculty and staff will likely be 

involved in the use of larger volumes of data (often at the level of Big Data) and relevant 

analytic and visualization techniques that assist in student and institution success. 

Increases in technology, lower costs for data storage and computing power have enabled 

IR and other data analysts to use (or learn to use) data from multiple sources, organized 

following strong and effective data governance principles, perhaps using complex 

algorithms and predictive analytic techniques. Primary areas for stronger data analytic 

techniques include enrollment management, student recruitment, classroom learning, and 

student advising, as well as the use of analytics to manage facilities maintenance and to 

analyze many operations within institutional finance both of which are important to 

ensure good return on investment (ROI). 

 Overall, the growing needs related to new technology and increased institutional 

accountability have prompted a growth in HEI administrative staff to help complete day-

to-day reports and long-term planning activities. While the timing of the growth of IR 

may have coincided with massification in some regions, it has benefitted IR by increasing 

its visibility, size of staff, and professionalization. Combined with the growth in student 

enrollments, IR officials will remain busy with the increasing number of tasks being 

added to their work responsibilities. 

Due in part to the addition of new staff as well as new work tasks such as data 

analytics may likely require some additional training or professional development by IR 

and other data analysts. Regional and local conferences such as the AU Network, EAIR, 
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and organizations such as the Association for Institutional Research (AIR) are offering 

opportunities for colleagues to discuss and learn as well as adding new training sessions 

(webinars face-to-face training) to enhance skills in advanced analytics techniques, 

understanding of artificial intelligence, machine learning, and ways in which these 

techniques can be used in higher education.  

 

 

5 Building Capacity in Institutional Research 

 

 As the demand for data-informed decisions grows, IR practitioners will be seen as 

valued colleagues by senior administrative leaders. Today’s technology and strategies for 

the use of data for student and institutional success will require IR professionals with 

advanced skills. That means we that must increase the number of staff and knowledge set 

of IR practitioners. Following the works of scholars such as Cooper (2007), Dill (2000), 

Lancrin (2004), and Marginson (2006), building capacity in IR requires leaders to 

consider the drivers that shape higher education today. A growing discussion in higher 

education management, particularly in EU, is that of HEI’s Third Mission (Pausits, 

2016), and here too, IR can contribute to this discussion. Individuals engaged in capacity 

building, particularly at the organisational level, must be aware of and strategic in their 

interactions with individuals within and across organisational departments. As well, 

specifics of the environment, relationships, and indirect authorities across organisational 

units can contribute to the assignment of responsibilities and the effectiveness of 

collaborative work.  

 

Today’s IR practitioners face a tall order; they must have technical and analytic 

skills, they must understand the foundations and practice of higher education, and they 

must be able to seamlessly use their knowledge and skills to provide accurate and useful 

information for decision making. IR directors must balance proactive and reactive 

reporting and information needs, and articulate it in a way that can be heard by the 

stakeholder. As Bramblett and Broderick (2018) point out, building capacity in IR 

includes a deep understanding of the organisational structure, how information flows, and 

how one’s specific college or university is interconnected with other units on campus. 

This requires IR practitioners with deep and wide skills sets as well as knowledge of the 

institution’s plan for short-term and a vision for long-term goals. Such skills may require 

additional professional development, particularly related to techniques for completing 

data analytics as well as knowledge of management principles that facilitate the 

institution-wide transition to successful data-informed decision making broadly across 

the campus.  

 

Professional development for individuals who perform IR tasks is a primary way 

to build capacity. Through annual face-to-face conferences such as AU Network, EAIR, 

and seminars and online workshops, IR practitioners have access to formal and informal 

opportunities to increase their knowledge and skills. For a broader reach, AIR offers a 

professional development activity, the Holistic Approach to IR 

(http://www.airweb.org/EducationAndEvents/OnlineLearning/Pages/A-Holistic-

Approach.aspx). This activity may be valuable to professionals who are new to IR, this 
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program is offered online as well as in a hybrid version of face-to-face and online work to 

ensure transmission of important information for those new to IR and an opportunity to 

build collegial relationships with others.  

 

Capacity building is also about mature growth. Better institutional research and 

decision support will benefit from growth in practitioner knowledge, skills, and 

experience, and broader capacity development ideally takes place within a framework of 

three interrelated levels - individual, organisational, and environmental, all of which 

facilitate growth and change. In some regions or countries of the globe, IR and decision 

support are well-known concepts to higher education leaders. However, in some regions, 

capacity building will be easier once senior leaders are well informed about the practices 

broadly included in IR and the value that IR can bring to decision making.   

 

Shown in Figure 2, growing IR will lead to more effective IR and better decision 

support. In my view, building the capacity of IR requires four competencies: 1) skills in 

statistics, research methods, and tools; 2) knowledge of higher education literature and 

theory; 3) good communication and a robust understanding of the context; and 4) a 

willingness as well as organisational commitment to collaboration with other campus 

colleagues who are also vital to effective decision support. Collecting and increasing 

these capacities may not happen overnight, but prudent goal-setting can ensure their 

achievement, and the outcome can be better decision making within the institution. 

 

 
  

 

6 Broadening and Strengthening the Practice of IR In Austria and Beyond 

 

The desire for more effective decision making by HEI leaders in Austria offers a 

unique opportunity for institutional research to grow and become a more substantial 

contributor to an institution’s decision support. Strengthening the IR function will require 

senior leader support and resources to add staff members as well as ensure professional 

development training. Stronger alliances with HER researchers is also beneficial. Perhaps 

it is even possible to have some HE faculty who serve part of their time in an IR capacity. 

HE scholars can use a high blend of literature and theory-based knowledge to examine 

institutional questions that are of practical importance. This might result in a mix of 

action-based and policy-affected scholarly research that investigate relevant issues that 

have an impact on institutions.  

 

Skills

Statistics, Research 
Methods, Analytic 

Tools

Knowledge

Lit and Theory 
Relevant  to  HEd, 
good mentoring

Communication 
and Context

Collaboration

With campus 
colleagues

Build IR Capacity         

Effective IR & Decision Support

Figure 2:  Building Capacity in Institutional Research 
Source: Webber, 2018
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In some regions of the world, IR is already more closely aligned to institutional 

policy and program development. In Australia for example, Calderon (2015) observed a 

growing trend for IR practitioners to undertake studies within and across industry sectors 

that may require specialized knowledge residing outside IR offices. This requires that IR 

practitioners be aware of the wider spectrum of institutional activities, strategic intent, 

and policy implications within the education industry and across industries over multiple 

jurisdictions. In other regions, traditional models of university governance are 

progressively being transformed so that HEIs are becoming not only strategic actors 

competing in decentralized markets comparable to private companies (Slaughter & 

Rhoades 2006; Cantwell & Kauppinen 2014), but are also knowledge production actors 

supporting public policy goals of government, with an increased public accountability 

and scrutiny, despite with shrinking government financial support (Whitley & Gläser 

2014). These reforms in HE activities are planned, implemented, and assessed and these 

changes invariably have an impact on the roles, functions, service and purpose of IR. IR 

practitioners are not only required to adapt and embrace new forms of work, but need to 

respond by broadening and deepening their skills so they can be effective in the emerging 

workplace models resulting out of ongoing reforms taking place worldwide. 

 

When integrated within the HEI setting, IR practitioners operate across several 

functional units and perform various roles within the university, including admissions, 

marketing, quality, assessment, and strategic planning. This means that IR professionals 

must be knowledgeable of institution functions and practices broadly. According to 

Whitchurch (2013), the increasing interdisciplinary nature of higher education, influences 

and implementations of technology, manager and learner preferences for team work, and 

ideological commitments to widening participation in higher education prompt more 

diffuse roles. These conditions may create ‘blended’ knowledges, contextual cross-

boundary knowledge that transforms information into knowledge. ‘Blended’ relationships 

emphasizes partnerships and credibility is based on social and professional capital. It 

requires that individuals to know the campus and higher education issues well, to think 

about their role more broadly, and to develop new language to communicate with 

partners. For the IR professional, this less-constricted sense of identity (or redefined 

identity!) can be advantageous, as it can be an incentive for innovative work practices 

and for pursuing exploratory and speculative research to advance the institution’s mission 

and play an active role in shaping HE policy generally.  

 

The opportunity to broaden and strengthen IR in the future will be especially 

critical as higher education moves into a new era of Big Data and advanced data 

analytics. While many private businesses have been using these strategies and techniques 

for the past decade or so, the higher education sector is now embracing them in a larger 

way. Knowledge of analytics, how to capture, store, and use the data, how to keep it 

secure, and how to use it properly for student and institution success will be required 

from many in HEIs, and IR professionals can be instrumental in guiding an institution’s 

broader use of Big Data and advanced analytics.   
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Today’s advanced educational technologies include learning management systems 

(LMS), early alert or early warning advising systems (EWS), dashboards, and other tools 

that provide information on student application and enrolment, the management of 

student performance, course retention, and degree progress. Big Data and other data 

analytics are also being used to monitor heating and cooling of campus buildings, to 

examine frequency and length of library and recreation facility use, and to identify the 

most time-efficient bus routes. Advanced analyses, both traditional inferential analyses 

based on previous or current data, as well as predictive modeling and machine learning 

techniques, enable analysts to discern patterns that can be combined with contextual 

judgement to inform decisions. I believe data analytics will become a larger part of an 

institution’s decision fabric that requires strategic planning from a broad institutional 

perspective. It will require the allocation of resources that reflect its growing importance 

in support of the institution’s mission and vision for the future. 

 

In the era of advanced data analytics, effective data-informed decision making 

will require three main conditions: people, technology, as well as process and culture. 

Along with institutional leaders who play a critical role in providing resources and the 

vision for analytics implementation, institutions will need more data engineers, data 

architects, data scientists, visualisation analysts, and analytics translators. HEIs will also 

need advanced technology and relevant software, a strong data governance system that 

includes policies on user access and standard data definitions and specifications. Because 

adherence to Government Data Protections Regulation (GDPR) and other privacy 

policies are necessary, transparency and security should be integral to learning analytics 

technology rather than afterthoughts (Reidenberg & Schaub, 2018). Successful data-

informed decision making will require institution leaders to modify their business 

processes and intentionally build an analytics culture. Leaders will need vision about how 

and where to embed learning analytics into specific as well as institution-wide decision 

making. At this time, there is some HER-level literature that has examined some initial 

attempts at learning analytics (e.g., Khalil & Ebner, 2016; Viberg et al., 2018), but much 

more research is needed.  Due to space constraints here, more discussion about data 

analytics in higher education can be found in the upcoming book by Webber and Zheng 

(2020). 
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