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Key Issues:

How should we talk about efficiency?
Is it possible to develop comparative efficiency indicators?

Gareth Williams
The notion of higher education efficiency can best be examined with the use of indicators.
These do not necessarily need to be quantitative, but for the purpose of cross national
comparisons the nature and content of each indicator must be explicit. Further, it is of key
importance to ensure that the interpretation of these indicators falls within a set of controlled
parameters.
Important points for the project at hand:
•
•
•

there should be a differentiation between inherently quantifiable indicators and those
which are translations of qualitative issues
issues around internal differences between institutions must not be ignored, as the
idea of higher education may be represented by very different goals and purposes
from one institution to another
meaningful indicators are best measured and compared over time or space

Jon File
Any notion of comparability between higher education systems and institutions cannot be
established without a sense of the context within which each operates.
•

it is not possible to make the assumption that increased input into higher education
institutions will lead to an increase in output. In suggesting this, activities, flows and
patterns within an institution are not taken into account. While input units may be
similar between institutions (students, staff, public/private funding etc), one cannot
make the leap to institutional outputs (graduates, research publications) without
considering internal processes, among which is efficiency.

•

the measurement of efficiency may take a technical form, in which the ability of an
institution to translate inputs into outputs is measured. Dynamic efficiency, on the
other hand, refers to the ability of an institution to alter patterns of service delivery in
response to changes in student demand and technology.

•

the council for higher education in Germany has established a set of university
rankings across Europe and Canada, with the focus on subject matter as opposed to
league tables.

•

the UK has established a set of sector benchmarks, including fields of study, entry
qualifications, student age on entry and graduate employability.

•

Australia utilises performance indicators, but comparisons within the higher education
system are confounded by varied student mixes and corresponding inter-institutional
differences.
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•

neither the EU nor the OECD has undertaken work on efficiency indicators. Both
recognise the importance of context, as well as massive differences between higher
education systems.

Potential problems with the EI project:
•
•
•
•

not all qualitative inputs can be translated into measurable indicators
controversy around on how to measure outputs
difficulties in costing research vs teaching
challenges in considering all levels of analysis (government – institution – faculties –
teaching and research units)

Suggested way forward for the EI project:
•
•
•

recognise inherent problems with international comparative analyses.
find ways to take account of significant differences across institutions and systems
recognise problems with data availability

Ian Bunting
Key considerations within the higher education system in South Africa have been equity,
sustainability and productivity, with the National Working Group (date?) introducing the
notion of a “well functioning” institution. Institutional performance is thus measured directly
against national goals. There is, however, an ongoing debate around the need to use
qualitative indicators as well as quantitative. The national Department of Education is
beginning to focus on individual as opposed to blanket targets, with the recognition that the
use of time series data is more important than single snapshot analyses.
Arlindo Chilundo (Mozambique)
•

approximately 30,000 students are enrolled in both public and private higher
education institutions.

•

Mozambique has a national system for accreditation, evaluation and quality
assurance in higher education. This provides a set of rules, mechanisms and
procedures with the aim of attaining quality objectives.

•

Objectives of this QA system include measurement of the quality of institutions,
programmes and courses, contribution to the identification of problem areas and the
provision of information and data required for external evaluation processes. The
latter aims to promote equal treatment of public and private higher education
institutions.

•

Indicators used in this process include institutional missions, management, curricula,
teaching processes, student equity, access, retention and success rates, and
numbers of professional, technical and service staff. (note from Lisa: the set of
indicators used in this presentation was on the whole very broad and cannot really be
said to be a collection of ‘true’ indicators)

2

Richard Neill (Botswana)
•

around 35,000 students are registered in public institutions in Botswana. The private
sector is as yet unregulated. Approximately 20% of the national Botswana budget is
allocated to higher education.

•

it is important to note the context in which higher education functions in this country.
On the whole, very little policy attention is paid to this sector, and no true attention
has been paid to structural issues at a system level. A process of development has,
however, been set into play: this appears to follow the South African higher education
policy logic (White Paper – Tertiary Education Act – National Plan)

•

current sets of data collection show no use of sound methodology, very little quality
control and integration, and are not collected in ‘real time’.

•

a particular difficulty faced by Botswana higher education institutions relates to the
high proportion of ‘outward bound’ students, although the government currently
requires that that these return to the country on completion of a qualification.

•

key issues for the EI project to take into account include definitions of concepts and
data, sustainability and benefits, and potential audiences.

Kamal Emam (Egypt)
•

approximately 2,200,000 students are enrolled in higher education institutions in
Egypt. These can be broken down as follows: 1, 252,000 undergraduate enrolments,
162,700 postgraduates and 36% in SET and 64% Humanities.

•

there are currently several projects dealing with the analysis and efficiency of higher
education underway, with the overall priority being the establishment of a quality
system at both institutional and faculty levels. Institutions are required to present
annual self evaluation reports.

•

statistics are available on areas such as graduate success rates and credit hours.

Mayungu Nkunya and Helen Samibili (East Africa)
•

the Inter-University Council of East Africa exists to foster academic cooperation, the
exchange of students and staff, and joint research projects and programmes.

•

while there is a common East African quality assurance framework, not all
universities have translated QA practices into formal measurement instruments.

Florence Mayega (Uganda)
•

there is a set of performance indicators currently in use by Makerere University.

•

benchmarks have been set with regard to the quality of entering and exiting students
and institutional research. Further studies are undertaken to ascertain the earnings
and employment rates of graduates.
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Further Notes on the South African System ( Cay vd Merwe, Antony Melck and Gert Steyn)
•

CUT has established an institutional set of indicators according to DoE policy targets.
A peer review group, and the establishment of ‘dashboards’ puts these into context.

•

UP has a ‘balanced scorecard’ of institutional performance indicators, which are
aligned to the institution’s strategic plan. These are divided into the following
categories: customers, operational, organisational and financial.

•

US considers issues such as input (including the distribution of income), processes
(including teaching input unit and space allocation per student), outcomes, and
transformation.

General Discussion
•

it must be recognised that any exercise involving comparative indicators needs to
take into account potential negative use of results.

•

does the project aim to be normative?

•

a possible means of comparison may lie in the utilisation of peer groups, although this
may raise issues around splits between HDIs and HAIs.

•

the idea of efficiency should take into account the notion of “value added”. It is,
however, very difficult to measure this, particularly across institutions.

•

it may be useful to consider the concept of “rate of return” – in other words, what is
the nature of the difference between school leavers entering the job environment as
opposed to university graduates? This may indicate points at which more or less
effort should be introduced within the functioning of the institution.

•

the difference between distance and contact students in terms of time taken to
complete must be taken into account. This is best covered by the use of FTE data.

•

the future use and impact of the EI project should be considered, with the possibility
of supplying information to the education market as a whole.

Final Comments (Gareth Williams and Jon File)
•

although cross system comparisons are problematic, they should not be entirely
ignored.

•

it is critical that the potential political impact of the project be taken into consideration.
It should be made clear that a wide interpretation of efficiency is being adopted.

•

the project team should be wary of imposing South African definitions.
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PROJECT GROUP MEETING

1. Context
•

there is a need to establish both parameters around and a common understanding of
notions such as FTE’s, head count enrolments, fields of study, and part- and fulltime
students.

•

the book must go beyond simple data compilation

•

tracking publication units is not possible, and the group should consider using M and
PhD graduates as proxies for these.

•

data already available should be used, to avoid the need to employ surveys.

•

the proposed purpose of the data in question should determine the nature of that
collected.

2. Country comparisons
•

the Knowledge Economy Index (a 1995 World Bank Project) should be employed at
this level.

•

Richard Neill to do first draft of a comparison of the 7 countries involved in the EI
project.

3. Proposed EI categories
1. School leaving results to ascertain the percentage of institutional enrolments from top
league secondary education schools.
2. The use of broad fields of study as opposed to the examination of actual faculties.
These will indicate institutional response to the market
3. Costs per FTE graduate and enrolled student, with a weighted value per unit to
facilitate cross country comparison.
4. Distribution of resources
5. Direct costs impacting on students in terms of teaching, library access, information
technology and laboratory access.
6. Ratio of graduates to staff members, with particular focus on masters and doctoral
enrolments as a proxy for staff efficiency.
7. Financial sustainability, taking into account differences in institutional financial
management.
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Efficiency indicators essentially deal with the relationship between institutional input and
output. A possible visualisation of this was suggested by Richard Neill:
STUDENT RESOURCES

INSTITUTIONAL RESOURCES

EXITING STUDENT

What does the student bring Staff, academic, administrative, Qualification, field of study,
into the institution?
financial resources
“value added”

4. The Way Forward
The project team agreed that Charles Sheppard, Ian Bunting and Lisa Belding would compile
a first set of indicators, for delivery in April.

LMB March 2007
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