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The OECD’s Directorate for Education and Skills is developing new work to help countries improve the 
performance of their higher education systems using data and evidence about what works in higher 
education. This approach will also strengthen the OECD's policy capacity to offer tailored policy advice 
to countries.  

The Enhancing Higher Education System Performance project aims to answer the following key 
questions: 

 How well are higher education systems performing in a range of areas? 

 Why are some systems performing better than others? 

 What can countries learn from each other in order to improve their own higher education 
systems? 

The project will address these questions through two inter-connected strands of work: 

 Benchmarking higher education system performance will analyse standardised qualitative and 
quantitative data and information across the three key higher education functions: learning 
and teaching, research and engagement with the wider world.  

 In-depth analyses of higher education topics, which will start with a focus on the labour 
market relevance and outcomes of higher education systems. This work will consider the skills 
and knowledge that modern economies require; explore how well higher education 
generates these skills; and analyse how policymakers can ensure that higher education meets 
the needs of the labour market. The project will include individual country reviews.  

The conceptual frameworks for the two strands of work are under development, and the OECD is 
seeking feedback from stakeholders on these. It is important to ensure that are higher education 
institutions and other stakeholders are engaged with OECD work on higher education. This kind of 
engagement allows the OECD to gain valuable feedback on its higher education work and to get the 
sector’s perspectives on emerging trends and policy concerns. 

To facilitate this conversation, the OECD is holding a Higher Education Stakeholder Forum in Paris on 

17 June 2016. This paper serves as a background to the benchmarking higher education system 

performance strand of work.  

The OECD welcomes written feedback on the conceptual framework presented in this paper.  

Stakeholders are asked to consider:  

Benchmarking project 

• Strengths and opportunities of the project; 

• Weaknesses and challenges of the project; 

• Suggestions for the project. 

Performance dimension framework 

• Suggestions for the structure: governance, resources, education, research, 

engagement; 

• Suggestions for the content: performance dimensions covered – see mapping 

exercise. 
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Further information and data 

• Policy documents and academic literature relevant to the project; 

• Studies and data relevant to the project. 

Any written comments you would like to make can be sent by 30 June 2016 to: 

The higher education team at: HigherEducation@oecd.org 
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Enhancing Higher Education System Performance 

The OECD’s work on higher education is made up of two separate but interrelated strands of work: 
benchmarking higher education system performance and the in-depth analysis of higher education 
topics. 

Benchmarking higher education system performance 

The OECD will collect data and information across different performance dimensions in higher 
education within a policy relevant framework to: 

 compare performance across higher education systems to identify which higher education 
systems are performing well, in which areas, and why; and 

 identify strengths and weaknesses within national higher education systems. 

This approach will help countries learn from each other about ‘what works’ in various areas of higher 
education and implement improvements in their own systems. It will provide countries and the OECD 
with a deeper understanding of higher education systems and the impact and effectiveness of 
different policy levers. 

Higher education system performance will be benchmarked regularly, providing up-to-date data and 
information on a rapidly evolving sector. This work will lead to an enhanced OECD evidence base and 
a comprehensive framework for policy dialogue, enabling the OECD to provide more robust policy 
advice and opportunities for countries to learn from each other. 

In-depth analysis of higher education topics 

The OECD will analyse various higher education topics in-depth to provide countries with: 

 an analytical framework for approaching the topic; 

 a self-assessment tool; 

 policy advice tailored to specific countries (country reviews); 

 peer-learning opportunities; and, 

 new evidence and insights to feed back into and strengthen the benchmarking performance 
framework. 

This stream of work will develop a deep understanding of higher education topics that are of 
particular concern at any given time. The insights gained from the in-depth analyses will feed into the 
benchmarking strand of work, enriching its data and analysis. At the same time, the benchmarking 
strand will provide pointers to where future in-depth analytical work might be most beneficial. 

The first topic to be tackled by this strand of work is enhancing the labour market relevance and 
outcomes of higher education systems. This project will explore the skills challenges currently facing 
countries; the extent to which higher education systems and their key participants are ensuring that 
students graduate with a mix of labour market relevant skills that support good labour market 
outcomes; practices within the system that encourage the development of such skills; and the variety 
of approaches that governments can take to influence higher education systems and ensure their 
labour market relevance. 
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Stakeholder dialogue 

It is important to maintain and strengthen the engagement of higher education institutions and other 

stakeholders with OECD work on higher education. This will provide opportunities for the OECD to 

gain valuable feedback on its higher education work. And it will enable the OECD to get the sector’s 

perspectives on emerging trends and policy concerns in higher education. 

Why are we doing this work now? 

Higher education is at the heart of the knowledge society – it contributes to the development of high-

level skills, creates new knowledge, spurs innovation, and carries out research that underpins our 

understanding of the world we live in. 

But higher education has changed dramatically over the last decades. There has been a huge 

expansion of the higher education sector in nearly every country. The global landscape of higher 

education has changed beyond recognition. And there been a major upsurge in the 

internationalisation of higher education and research: connecting across borders has become 

standard practice for many institutions. Today we live in a dynamic “global higher education 

marketplace”.  

At the same time, the higher education sector has also changed dramatically within countries. Over 

the past decade or so, higher education in many OECD countries has moved away from a mostly 

nation-based, state-controlled public service approach, and towards an environment where 

institutions have a high degree of autonomy. Many institutions have embraced this new-found 

freedom with enthusiasm. They are pursuing sophisticated strategies and developing new approaches 

to help them compete to attract students, faculty members and research funding.  

Many countries are finding it challenging to meet the demands of a rapidly changing global higher 

education landscape while dealing with the pressures created by a large scale domestic expansion of 

their higher education sector. Countries are becoming increasingly concerned with how to maintain 

quality, ensure the higher education sector is relevant to needs and priorities of societies, and provide 

value-for-money research and learning – whether the costs of all these activities are borne by 

taxpayers or by students and their families. For all these reasons, countries are seeking policy advice 

from the OECD about how to enhance the performance of their higher education systems. 
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Benchmarking higher education system performance: conceptual framework 

Rationale 

Many countries share common concerns about the performance of their higher education systems 

and would like to learn how well their systems are performing in comparison to others. Cross-country 

comparisons through the international benchmarking of different higher education systems will 

enable countries to learn more about their strengths and weaknesses and provide ‘a laboratory for 

others’ by identifying what works in higher education. Benchmarking higher education system 

performance will contribute towards improvement across different higher education systems. 

The OECD can add value by helping countries collectively address their concerns about their higher 

education systems through the following means: 

 Collecting and analysing internationally comparable data; 

 Connecting with other OECD analysis (e.g. skills, research and innovation); 

 Monitoring developments in a complex, rapidly evolving sector; 

 Facilitating policy dialogue and peer learning internationally; 

 Identifying long-term trends and issues; 

 Providing relevant policy advice. 

Goals 

Benchmarking the performance of higher education systems through OECD multi-dimensional 

measures will: 

 Enable comparisons across agreed dimensions of performance of higher education systems; 

 Identify strengths and weaknesses of each country’s higher education system; 

 Provide a basis for peer learning; 

 Provide a basis for developing strategies for improvements in the performance of higher 

education systems. 

Functions and scope of a higher education system 

Higher education systems are complex, with a variety of higher education institutions delivering 

programmes in different fields of study and at different levels. Higher education institutions within a 

national system can have very different missions and perform a range of functions. It is therefore 

important to define the functions of higher education and a working boundary of the systems for the 

purposes of the benchmarking project.  

This project recognises that higher education systems perform three main functions: education 

(learning and teaching); research; and engagement with the wider world, i.e. industry, government 

and society (often referred to as the ‘third mission’ of higher education).  

A high-performing higher education system is one where its higher education institutions taken 

together perform the three main functions of education, research and engagement with the wider 

world (though some higher education institutions may not perform all three) to produce outcomes 



Background Paper: Benchmarking higher education system performance 

Page | 9  

 

that meet the needs and objectives of students and their families, employers, the economy and 

society. 

The scope of the higher education system for benchmarking higher education system performance 

will include all programmes at ISCED 2011 levels 5, 6, 7 and 8 regardless of the institutions in which 

they are offered. The ISCED 2011 levels 5, 6, 7 and 8 are as follows: 

 Level 5: short-cycle tertiary education programs; 

 Level 6: Bachelor’s or equivalent first degree programs; 

 Level 7: Master’s or equivalent programs; 

 Level 8: Doctoral or equivalent programs. 

Definition of key terms 

There are no standard definitions for many of the terms used in benchmarking organisations or 

systems and they can have different meanings and be used in different ways.  

Benchmarking higher education system performance aims at assisting countries identify the strengths 

and weaknesses of their higher education systems and compare their performance against other 

countries in order to learn from each other, rather than compare performance against targets.  

The following terms are therefore defined as follows for the purposes of this project:  

 Benchmark: observed performance of a higher education system to which other higher 

education systems can compare themselves. 

 Benchmarking: The process of comparing higher education systems, including policies, 

practices and outcomes, to enable countries to identify strengths and weaknesses in their 

higher education systems; learn from each other; and improve the performance of their 

higher education systems. 

 Higher education system performance: The capacity of the higher education system to meet 

its stakeholders’ needs and objectives in relation to its main functions of education, research 

and engagement with society. 

Types of benchmarking 

Benchmarking higher education system performance will use three kinds of benchmarking: 

 Metric benchmarking: Metric benchmarking will be used to present performance information 

so that countries can identify the strengths and weaknesses within their own higher 

education systems and compare their performance against others countries. This approach 

contrasts with conventional metric benchmarking where an organisation establishes how well 

it is performing relative to a benchmark ‘target’.  

 Practice benchmarking: Information on higher education practices (or activities) will be 

presented to enable the comparison of higher education system performance and a better 

understanding of the reasons behind the performance. This approach will identify which 

practices produce better outcomes and help countries share new ideas and practices.  

 Policy benchmarking: Government policy is a key driver of the performance of higher 

education systems. The comparison of policies between different systems has the potential to 
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lead to a better understanding of the linkages between policy and outcomes, generating 

learning and the development of new policies for improved performance.  

Coverage 

The benchmarking project will use quantitative indicators and standardised qualitative information 

across a range of performance dimensions set within the overarching conceptual framework. Data 

and information will be used to capture system structure and characteristics and system 

performance.  

System structure and characteristics 

There is considerable diversity in the structure of higher education systems; the policies used to steer 

higher education; governance arrangements of higher education and so on. Countries have different 

constraints, challenges and policy priorities. Information on system structure and characteristics will 

be captured to recognise this diversity:  

 Qualitative information will be collected from participating countries to provide a description 

of how the higher education system is organised and operates.  

 Quantitative data on key environmental factors (governance and financial and human 

resources) will also provide important contextual information. 

System performance 

The performance of higher education systems will be captured through a range of data sources. 

 Performance indicators (the OECD’s internationally comparable indicators; indicators from 

national sources (not necessarily strictly comparable) or international sources such as 

Eurostat and Eurydice); and aggregated data from countries at a national level). 

 Standardised qualitative information focused on performance based on surveys of countries, 

presented in synthesis tables.  

The project will draw on existing data and information before identifying what additional data is most 

relevant to policy makers. The development and ongoing implementation of the project will entail 

horizontal collaboration with the INES Working Party and its networks to ensure greater synergies in 

tertiary education indicator developments in the future. This will ensure that the work across the 

OECD is targeted to what countries want and avoid duplication of effort or wasted resources.  

Performance dimension framework 

Data and information will be organised across the span of performance (input, activity, output and 

outcome) for each of the three main functions of higher education: education, research and 

engagement.  

Higher education system performance model 

Performance is often defined as outputs and outcomes; however this does not provide much 

information on the substantive content of performance (van Dooren et al. 2015). It is therefore 

important to collect data and information on what goes on within higher education systems (the 

inputs and activities) in order to analyse the factors leading to the outputs and outcomes. In this way 
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benchmarking higher education system performance can provide a model for action at a system level, 

not just data on the number of graduates or research publications and so on.  

The higher education system sits within a wider socio-economic situation. Socio-economic issues 

induce policies for meeting society's needs. These societal needs are defined by higher education 

stakeholders, which prompt action from the political system to determine priorities. These priorities 

are translated into objectives for the higher education system. 

The proposed higher education system performance model (Figure 1) demonstrates how an analysis 

of higher education systems can take account of the stages of performance (inputs, activities, outputs 

and outcomes) as well as the relationship between the stages of performance and the socio-

economic situation, needs, objectives and context within higher education systems.  

The model also demonstrates how the analysis can provide an understanding of different spans of 

performance: the relevance of policies, the cost (economy), efficiency, cost-effectiveness, quality and 

equity (effectiveness) and utility and sustainability of higher education systems (Table 1).  

By focussing on specific areas (e.g. quality, equity, the employability of graduates, and 

internationalisation), the model can be used to analyse the associated span of performance and get a 

better understanding of 'what works' in higher education systems in those domains through 

internationally comparable data.  

The proposed model suggests that context has a very important influence on the final outcomes and 

on the general performance of a higher education system. The higher education system itself has 

often limited or no control over some factors which influence final outcomes, e.g. socio-economic 

trends which may influence graduate employment outcomes, and indeed on the stages of the process 

to arrive at those final outcomes.  

The significant importance of context has been recognised in Figure 1, which shows that context is an 

all-encompassing presence in the model. Context is thus extremely important understand the 

performance of a higher education systems, it adds complexity to the problem, it will often be 

incomparable between systems, and it will influence all stages and spans of performance. 

 



Figure 1: Higher education system performance model 

 

Source: Adapted from van Dooren, Bouckaert and Halligan (2015)  



Table 1. Applying the higher education system performance model  

Using the model Stages of performance Span of performance 

Problems, 
needs and 
relevance 

1. Socio-economic issues (problems) 
prompt a need for action by 
government. 

2. Government (with stakeholders) 
defines the needs of society. 

3. Government translates the needs into 
policies and objectives for higher 
education (systems and/or 
programmes). 

10. Relevance: 

Are the policy objectives meeting the 
needs of society? 

Outputs and 
efficiency 

4. Inputs (e.g. financial and human 
resources) are allocated to the higher 
education system (HEIs and 
programmes). 

5. The inputs provide the resources for 
the activities within the system (in 
HEIs).  

6. The activities produce the outputs of 
higher education, i.e. the immediate 
products and services of education, 
research and engagement activities. 

11. Economy:  

How much do the inputs cost?  

12. Efficiency:  

What is the relation of outputs to inputs in 
the higher education system? 

Outcomes and 
effectiveness 

7. The inputs and activities which 
produce outputs produce in turn 
intermediate outcomes (or impacts) 
that are more directly attributable to 
the specific interventions of higher 
education institutions. 

8. The intermediate outcomes lead to 
final outcomes that meet the needs of 
society and therefore the objectives 
for higher education. 

9. The final outcomes can be influenced 
by the context (e.g. socio-economic 
trends) which is beyond the control of 
higher education systems. 

13. Cost-effectiveness: 

How much does it cost to achieve the 

desired outcomes? 

14. Effectiveness (quality and equity): 

Are the outputs leading to the desired 

outcomes of the higher education system?  

15. Utility and sustainability: 

How useful are the outcomes in meeting 

the needs of society? 

Can the outcomes be sustained, i.e. are 
they durable, could they become the 
norm? 

Source: Adapted from van Dooren, Bouckaert and Halligan (2015) 

Guiding principles 

The benchmarking higher education system performance strand of work will be underpinned by a set 

of guiding principles that facilitate meaningful comparisons between higher education systems to 

enable countries to learn from each other and identify strengths and weaknesses within their own 

higher education systems; and help the OECD develop robust, evidence-based policy advice. A draft of 

the proposed guiding principles is presented in Box 1.  
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Performance dimension framework and mapping OECD indicators 

Introduction 

The data and information collected for benchmarking higher education system performance needs to 

be organised in such a way that facilitates analysis and meets the goals of the project, i.e. enable 

countries to identify the strengths and weaknesses of their higher education system; compare their 

performance against other countries; learn from each other and develop strategies for improvements 

in their higher education systems. 

Box 1. Draft guiding principles 

The benchmarking higher education system performance strand of work will be underpinned by 
the following guiding principles in order to facilitate meaningful comparisons between higher 
education systems so that countries can learn from each other; identify strengths and weaknesses 
within each country’s higher education system; and facilitate the development of robust, evidence-
based policy advice. 

1. The project will be driven by participating countries to ensure continued responsiveness and 
relevance of the benchmarking higher education systems project.  

2. A clear conceptual framework with a clear vision of the purpose of benchmarking higher 
education system performance will be developed.  

3. Definitions of performance indicators should be clear and consistent, and fit into a coherent 
conceptual framework. 

4. Indicators should aim to measure data that is relevant to the needs of countries, and not focus 
merely on measuring what is available or easy to measure. An initial set of internationally 
comparable performance indicators will bring together existing indicators in a way that adds 
value to countries and effectively utilises current information. The breadth and depth of 
performance indicators will be expanded through the development of new quantitative 
indicators (in co-operation with the INES Working Party) and the use of national performance 
indicators and other sources of data to reduce duplication (e.g. Eurostat, Eurydice). 

5. Indicators should aim to be statistically sound, and be presented in a way that is 
straightforward to interpret, thus reducing the likelihood of susceptibility to manipulation or 
misinterpretation. 

6. Indicators should be presented with full acknowledgement of any data limitations, including 
uncertainty estimates and lack of timeliness.  

7. Qualitative information will be collected from countries to ensure the diversity of higher 
education systems, including different system features, constraints, challenges and policy 
priorities and policy levers and other factors are taken into account.  

8. The project will be informed by a broad stakeholder dialogue process to ensure that the views, 
insights and perspectives of higher education institutions; their representative bodies such as 
national rectors’ conferences; regional and international networks and groupings of higher 
education institutions; and other stakeholders are properly taken into account. Additional 
stakeholders will include student groups, employers and unions, representatives of academic 
and other staff, foundations and research centres working in higher education. 
 

Adapted from Papanicolas et al. (2008) 
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Performance Dimension Framework 

The performance dimension framework (Figure 2) will organise data for each of the three key 

functions (education, research and engagement) across the different stages of performance (inputs, 

activities, outputs and outcomes). In addition, the framework allows for the separate presentation of 

data on governance and financial and human resources.  

Figure 2: Higher education system performance dimension framework 

 

Governance 

As noted above, context will be paramount in understanding the performance of higher education 

systems. An important contextual factor in higher education systems is how they are governed.  

Higher education governance relates to the way higher education systems and institutions are 

organised and managed. It encompasses the structures, relationships and processes through which, 

at both national and institutional levels, policies for higher education are developed, implemented 

and reviewed. It therefore comprises a complex web of legislative frameworks, the characteristics of 

institutions and how they relate to the whole system, how money is allocated to institutions and how 

they are accountable for the way it is spent. It also relates to less formal relationships and structures 

which steer and influence behaviour (OECD 2008). Higher education governance therefore deals with 

how authority is distributed between the state power, institutional autonomy, and market forces 

(Clark 1983) and the relationship between higher education institutions and government, business 

and communities as well as internal stakeholder groups.  

Three coordination mechanisms – state, institutional and market – are present in all higher education 

systems to different extents. Benchmarking higher education system performance will therefore 

consider the following three levels of governance:  

 State: Provincial/state and national arrangements (and supra-national arrangements, such as 

the European Union) for their higher education systems. State mechanisms include setting 

goals and strategic aims, systemic coordination and the regulation of the higher education 
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sector. In some systems, the state steers higher education institutions through policy 

instruments, such as resource allocation, to encourage institutions to adhere to national 

priorities and objectives.   

 Institutional: Internal arrangements within higher education institutions which determine 

their values, mission and purposes, their systems of decision-making and resource allocation, 

the patterns of authority and hierarchy. Decision-making bodies may comprise staff 

(academic and other staff), students and external representatives (such as employers). In an 

increasing number of higher education systems, higher education institutions are 

autonomous and have the freedom to manage their own affairs without interference from 

the state.  

 Market: Market mechanisms play a role in influencing higher education systems which 

engage in market relationships. In these environments higher education institutions are able 

to compete for students, staff, research income, etc. Students (consumers) are given the 

freedom to choose a provider and product and providers are given the freedom to enter the 

market, choose the products to deliver and set their price. Price can influence choice and 

adequate information on prices and quality is a key factor in systems with market-type 

mechanisms.  

The proposed performance dimension framework will organise data on governance separately in 

recognition of its impact on how higher education systems operate across its three main functions of 

education, research and engagement.  

Financial and human resources 

There are a variety of inputs in higher education systems. The operation of higher education 

transforms some inputs (e.g. capital and labour) into outputs (goods and services) that provide added 

value to students and other stakeholders. These 'transforming inputs' therefore relate to expenditure 

on higher education as well as human resources which are largely shared across the three functions 

of higher education (education, research and engagement). Data on these inputs will therefore be 

presented separately under the framework. 

Other inputs, such as students, are transformed by the process of higher education. Data on these 

inputs will be organised under the relevant function.  

The three functions of higher education 

Organising data and information across the stages of performance for each of the three main 

functions of higher education: education, research and engagement will be useful as they engage in 

distinct (but sometimes related) activities that result in different outputs and outcomes. Table 2 

shows some examples of performance dimensions for education, research and engagement across 

the stages of performance. 
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Table 2: Examples of performance dimensions 

Stages of performance Education Research Engagement 

Input  Access and 
participation rates 

Research active staff 

Staff supporting 
research 

Engagement active 
staff 

Staff supporting 
engagement 

Staff involved in 
volunteering 

Activity  Student experience of 
teaching and learning 

The use of technology 

Student support 

Staff development  

International education 
activities and mobility 

Doctoral and 
postdoctoral research 

Earned income for 
research projects 

Consultancy contracts 

Licensing of HEI 
patents to companies 

Postgraduate students/ 
postdoctoral 
researchers directly 
funded or co-funded by 
industry/ NGOs 

Output  Progression rates 

Attainment rates 

Completion rates  

Publications Spin-off companies 

Start-up companies 

Joint publications with 
non-academic authors 

Outcome 
(intermediate) 

Skills Scientific impact Total earned royalty 
income 

Outcome (final) Social outcomes 

Labour market 
outcomes 

Social impact 

Economic impact  

Innovation 

Social impact 

Economic impact  

Innovation 

 

A note on engagement 

Collecting data on engagement across the span of performance will be challenging due to its 

heterogeneous character and the fact that this function of higher education systems has been less 

studied than education and research. As a result, much of the focus of engagement in higher 

education has been on the processes (or activities) rather than inputs, outputs and outcomes.  

Benchmarking higher education system performance will attempt to collect data across the stages of 

performance (i.e. the inputs, activities, outputs and outcomes of various aspects of engagement, e.g. 

service provision, knowledge transfer, regional development, social engagement, and collaboration in 

innovation with business, government and society) but this may prove difficult at this stage. 

A note on equity 

In order to also assess equity – an important dimension of the effectiveness of higher education 

systems – indicators will need to be disaggregated by the different characteristics of the student 

population, such as gender, age, socio-economic background, immigrant status, ethnic minority, etc. 
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in order to assess outcomes for traditionally under-represented groups. As such, the disaggregation of 

indicators by different student characteristics should be included in each stage of performance. 

Mapping OECD available data to the performance dimension framework 

The Secretariat has identified a number of OECD and other international data and indicators that can 

be mapped against the proposed performance dimension framework. An important source of 

international data is the result of the higher education region integration process in Europe, the 

Bologna Process, and the development of the European Higher Education (EHEA). Note, however, 

that this data will not be available for countries outside this area. The resulting mapping can be found 

in Annex 1.  

As noted above, most transforming inputs, i.e. capital and labour inputs, will be shared between the 

different functions of higher education and organised separately.  

It should also be noted that there will be times when indicators do not sit neatly in one category as 

they will encompass more than one function of higher education, or different stages of the 

production process.  

Available OECD and other comparable international data 

Governance 

From the mapping exercise, it is clear that updated information on state steering of the system will 

need to be collected from countries. The last OECD comprehensive review of tertiary education 

published in 2008 provided information on governmental and other steering mechanisms. 

Information on the following country policies and mechanisms to steer higher education will be 

sought. 

Participation in higher education 

Policies to increase student enrolment in tertiary education institutions, targets for participation, 

including secondary school-leavers, mature learners, socially or educationally disadvantaged students, 

or other students with unconventional educational experiences.  

Diversification of study provision 

Policies to accommodate variation of institutional types, programme offerings, new modes of 

delivery, the growth of the non-university sectors and their quality, and varied student backgrounds. 

Development of modular courses. Regulations on credit transfer and accumulation. Strategies to 

broaden teaching staff’s skills and knowledge to adjust to a diverse system.  

Funding 

Country approaches to fund tertiary education, including base funding versus allocated funding. 

Government funding and mechanisms to allocate funds to individual higher education institutions - 

efficiency and equity concerns. Targeting of resources, performance-based funding, and competitive 

procedures. Diversification of funding sources, including cost-sharing policies and tuition fees. 

Strategies to assist students cover the costs of their participation, including grants and loans. 
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Accountability 

Policies on mechanisms to demonstrate how well tertiary education institutions (TEIs) perform 

towards the mission and responsibilities they have towards the taxpayers. Establishment of quality 

assurance frameworks. Performance-based funding. Performance contracts. Participation of external 

stakeholders in institutions' governing bodies. Financial audits. Requirements for publishing 

information regarding performance of the institutions, in response to general public funding, or 

funding for specific programmes (justification of expenses). Reporting and evaluation schemes. 

Accreditation schemes. 

Quality 

Policies on licensing and registration of institutions. The purposes of quality assurance - the balance 

between accountability versus improvement. Approaches to quality assurance, including accreditation 

of institutions and/ or study programmes. Key agencies and stakeholders involved. Impact of the 

quality assurance system. Measuring learning outcomes and value-added of higher education. 

Equity 

Policies to ensure fair access to, participation in and outcomes of tertiary education on the basis of 

individuals’ ability and study effort regardless of socio-economic status, gender, ethnic origin, 

immigration status, place of residence, age or disabilities. Examples are provision of student financial 

assistance, administrative support, academic support, targeted support for certain disadvantage 

groups, etc. 

Research and innovation 

Policies on the role of higher education in research and innovation, on national innovation systems, 

investment in academic research, doctoral training, knowledge transfer, inter-institutional 

collaboration, engagement of the tertiary education sector in internationalising R&D. Funding 

mechanisms to foster research and innovation in tertiary education. 

Academic career 

Policies to attract talented people to join academia, engage and retain effective academic staff, such 

as granting greater autonomy to tertiary education institutions over human resource management, 

mediating academic freedom with institutions’ contribution to society, facilitating young academics’ 

entry, and mechanisms to support academic work. 

Links to the labour market 

Policies to coordinate the alignment of the graduate supply with the labour market demand, reinforce 

the links between programme offerings and the needs of the economy, between skills and capabilities 

acquired in tertiary education and the demands of working life.  

Life-long learning 

Policies on learning activities undertaken throughout life, which results in improved knowledge, 

know-how, skills, competences and/or qualifications for personal, social and/or professional reasons. 
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For instance, a policy framework allowing tertiary education institutions to raise revenue from life-

long learning activities, schemes to recognise prior learning, and flexible learning paths.  

Internationalisation 

Policies to promote the process of integrating an international dimension into the purpose, functions 

or delivery of higher education. National strategy and policy framework for internationalisation. 

Mechanisms to encourage tertiary education institutions to be proactive in internationalisation. 

Schemes to promote the national tertiary education system internationally. 

Policies on cross-border higher education, such as foreign education providers, twinning programmes, 

branch campuses abroad, implementation of the OECD/UNESCO Guidelines for Quality Provision in 

Cross-border Higher Education, soft diplomacy, international scholarships, and internationalisation as 

a revenue source for higher education. 

Continuing education 

Policies to facilitate non-standard entry for mature students in general, specialised or vocational, 

formal or non-formal education and training activities after compulsory education.  

Technology transfer and innovation 

Policies to assist the movement of research results, information, and innovation from tertiary 

education institutions to non-academic sectors, where it can lead to social and commercial benefits at 

local, regional, national or global levels. Examples include: creating university-industry linkages, 

establishing innovation centres, start-ups and spin-off companies, enhancing education for business 

and entrepreneurship, licensing patents to companies, and creating public spaces shared with non-

higher education partners. 

Social engagement 

Policies to foster partnerships between tertiary education institutions and those of the public and 

private sectors, such as volunteering by staff and students, expert advisory engagement, service and 

facilities provision to the community, educational outreach and widening participation initiatives.  

Regional development 

Efforts to promote higher education collaboration at regional level through measures such as 

establishing and utilizing regional organizations, networks and partnerships, promoting student and 

faculty mobility, implementation of collaborative research, local cooperation in curriculum 

development, and developing quality assurance frameworks and joint education programs locally. 

Policy implementation mechanisms 

Process of policy development in tertiary education. Mechanisms for inclusion of a wide range of 

stakeholders and views on tertiary education policy, and for building consensus over policy initiatives, 

design and implementation.  



Background Paper: Benchmarking higher education system performance 

Page | 21  

 

Other relevant policies for higher education 

The policy areas above are not mutually exclusive. In addition there may be areas of policy that are 

relevant to a higher education system that are not covered in the areas above. Countries will be 

invited to add further information. 

Regional integration 

Is the higher education system part of a regional integration process? (For example, the Bologna 

Process in Europe, and the creation of the European Higher Education Area). 

Another source of information on higher education steering mechanisms is the European University 

Autonomy (EUA) tool, which collects information on a number of institutional autonomy dimensions. 

This will offer additional information on how the different higher education systems are steered, 

namely the ability of institutions to take their own decisions. The EUA has collected data on 29 higher 

education systems in 2010. It plans to update information on those systems and possibly add some 

more. The Secretariat has secured the permission from EUA to use the tool for all countries 

participating in the benchmarking exercise. 

Resources 

Data on resources is comprehensively covered by OECD statistics, most of which is published in the 

Education at a Glance (EAG) series. 

However, there is limited OECD data on private expenditure on higher education other than private 

household expenditure. Information will be sought from participating countries on other private 

earned income, such as income from continuing education, technology transfer and innovation, social 

engagement, and endowments and philanthropic income. 

Education 

OECD data on the inputs, outputs and outcomes of the education function is comprehensive. In 

addition, European Union and Bologna process statistics (Eurostats) provides added data on 

education. Nevertheless, some gaps were identified in the mapping exercise, namely on the activities 

stage of education. 

Research 

The OECD has comprehensive data on research, much of which is reported in the OECD Main Science 

and Technology Indicators. However, a number of gaps were also identified for this function. 

A key issue with research data is that it will often be impossible to disaggregate the data for the 

higher education sector from the entire research system. In this case, the research systems will be 

compared, and all policy analysis will have to take into consideration the role of the higher education 

system in the research system of each country. 

Elsevier's Scopus database will be used to calculate snowball metrics for each higher education 

system, in addition to other OECD data. Snowball metrics are global standards for benchmarking 
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research activities in higher education developed by an academia-industry collaboration (for more 

information, please see www.snowballmetrics.com).  

Engagement 

Despite an increased interest in engagement, no systematic data is available for this function of 

higher education, in the OECD or elsewhere. 

Indicators developed by the E3M - European Indicators and Ranking Methodology for Third Mission 

project will be used (for more information, please see www.e3mproject.eu). The indicators were 

originally developed for use at institutional level, and some needed to be adapted or discarded for 

use at the system level.  

The E3M developed the indicators but data still needs to be collected at system level.  

As there is no OECD data on these indicators, it will be particularly useful to find out what data exists 

on this function at the country level, using the E3M indicator framework. 

Gaps in the data 

The data mapping exercise shows that there is no internationally comparable data on a number of 

performance dimensions in areas of interest to the benchmarking project.  

As mentioned above, the benchmarking project will take advantage of data from alternative sources 

such as the European Union and on countries participating in the Bologna Process to address some of 

these gaps.  

Countries collect a lot of similar data on their higher education systems which could be used for the 

benchmarking project. A survey will be sent to countries in 2016 on the availability of data and 

information at country level that could address the identified gaps, and possibly be used in the 

benchmarking project.  

Data collected by countries will not be standardised, as OECD data is. This will be taken into account 

when using the data, and necessary caveats identified. 

Identified gaps in the data will also feed into the process for developing additional indicators for 

tertiary education through the OECD INES Working Party and its networks. 
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