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KPIs for Governing Bodies –

the UK experience

• UK context
• Historical context
• KPI project• KPI project

– Outputs
– Implementation



English HEIs: 
many facets…many groups

• Russell Group 
• 1994 Group

• Campaign for 

Modern UniversitiesModern Universities
• Million +
• Church Colleges
• Small, specialist
Also:
• Universities UK
• GuildHE 



English approach

• HEFCE - Buffer body
• £8 bn
• 220 staff
• Output based, block grant • Output based, block grant 

funding & Special funding.
• Grant letters
• Tuition fees
• Validated self regulation



Leadership in  HE

“…universities must be free to take 
responsibility for their own strategic and 
financial future. Strong leadership and financial future. Strong leadership and 
management, freed from excessive red 
tape, will help them not just to respond 
to change but to drive it.”

The future of higher education
HE White Paper, January 2003



The GUTMAGA PrincipleThe GUTMAGA Principle



loosely translated as……

• Give
• Us
• The
• Money• Money
• And
• Go
• Away !



Why 
Performance Performance 

Indicators?



Historical context

• 1980s - The Thatcherite push on accountability for 
public services, swingeing cuts and changes to funding

• 1989 - Polytechnics released from local government 
control = first time requirement for strategic plans to control = first time requirement for strategic plans to 
secure funding

• 1992 - HE Bill removes the ‘binary divide’

• 2004  - HE Bill for a more diverse, more efficient 
autonomous and well led sector which demonstrates 
accountability in return for light touch regulation



“ It was once the role of Government to provide 
for the purposes of Universities; it is now the 
role of Universities to provide for the role of Universities to provide for the 
purposes of Government”



The Times Good University Guide

• Student satisfaction
• Research assessment
• Entry standards
• Student-staff ratio• Student-staff ratio
• Library and computing spend
• Facilities spend
• Good honours degrees
• Graduate prospects
• Completion



www.shef.ac.uk/cuc/pubs



Top-level summary indicators (“super KPIs”)

• 1. Institutional Sustainability
• 2. Academic profile and market position

Top-level indicators of institutional health
• 3. The student experience and teaching &            

learning

The Top-Ten High-Level KPIs

learning
• 4. Research
• 5. Knowledge transfer and relationships
• 6. Financial health
• 7. Estates and infrastructure
• 8. Staff and human resource development
• 9. Governance, leadership and management
• 10. Institutional projects



Top-level summary indicators (“super 
KPIs”)

1. Institutional Sustainability

2. Academic profile and market 
position



Institution-specific.

• Context

• Challenge Questions

Why KPIs are important for all 
stakeholders

• Challenge Questions

• Illustrative Material



Performance Measurement and the 
Use of Key

Performance Indicators

Inputs 

Activity Activity 

Outputs 

Outcomes



• performance measures
where the numerical indicator is a precise 
or robust measure of the factor of interest 
(e.g. student numbers, building condition, 
financial outcomes)financial outcomes)

• performance indicators
where it is not (such as teaching quality, 
student satisfaction, or sustainability)



Strategic Aim Objective Performance 
indicator(s)

world class 
research…

1. successful 
implementation of key 
research themes

Progress against 
business plans

2. external recognition of 
key distinctors

Monitor research quality

External awareness

3. strengthen international 
standing

Research income from 
international sourcesstanding international sources

Engagement with major 
foreign sponsors

Increased media 
coverage

4. obtain and retain first 
choice recruits…

Number of overseas 
applicants

Acceptance rates

Length of service



The Traffic Light Definitions

Green Good: this is on track, low risk

Amber-Green Satisfactory: this is broadly on track 
with some concerns which need to be 
addressed

Amber Mixed: some significant concerns 
which could be damaging if not 
addressed, medium risk

Red Problematic: serious concerns 
threaten this area, high risk to the 
institution’s overall performance



An Illustrative One-Page Top-Level Summary



Implementation - Participating 
Universities



Implementation – 3 key messages

• Implementing KPIs is a challenging task

• The governance context is critical to the way 
KPIs are implementedKPIs are implemented

• At the heart of the process governors need to be 
well enough informed and independent enough 
to provide a distinctive view on university goals 
and performance



6 ‘prior conditions’ for implementing 
KPIs

• A proper governance context
• Clear integration with other processes
• Recognition that KPIs will never be 

‘perfect’ of ‘finished’‘perfect’ of ‘finished’
• Willingness to be selective
• A link to performance so that something 

really happens
• The support and ‘buy-in’ of the Chair



Practical issues in using KPIs

• • The purpose and scope of KPIs;
• • The relationship to strategic planning;
• • How many KPIs?
• • The value of the super KPIs;• • The value of the super KPIs;
• • Presentation of the KPIs and assessments;
• • Who owns the KPIs and assessments?
• • How often are they reviewed and by whom?
• • The production of KPIs;
• • The process for introducing KPIs.



How many KPIs?

• Scope? 
– From long term university mission and sustainability 

to operational matters such as control systems and 
compliance

• KPIs are selective not democratic• KPIs are selective not democratic
• They need to:

– change
– to fall out of the strategic plan
– have a close relationship with but not necessarily 

mirror the high level risks

• Range: 8-20  Mode: 14



Case study university

• 4 outputs
– Student recruitment 

and experience
– Research
– Knowledge transfer & 

• 4 inputs
– Finance
– Human resources
– Estates and facilities

– Knowledge transfer & 
public engagement

– Significant projects

– Organisation & 
managment





What difference did the KPIs make?

• “For senior managers, KPIs offered a means of providing 
the most important management information for decision 
making, monitoring and planning”

• “For schools they additionally offered an important tool 
for achieving greater clarity about strategic objectives for achieving greater clarity about strategic objectives 
and as a potential successor to the documentation in the 
current strategic planning process”

• “For governors the KPI project offered an important 
vehicle for receiving manageable information which 
would help them to form a reasonable judgement about 
the performance of the institution”


