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Background 

The Australasian Association for Institutional Research (AAIR) is the professional association 
for institutional research practitioners in tertiary education in Australasia, and aims to raise 
levels of professional competence and practice in institutional research, planning and analysis. 
This includes the collection, analysis and interpretation of information descriptive of an 
institution and its activities to assist management planning, decision making and policy 
formulation. 

The business and affairs of AAIR is managed by an Executive Committee consisting of a 
President, Vice-President, Secretary, Treasurer, and up to six additional Executive Committee 
members—that being, four elected (or appointed) members and up to two co-opted members. 
Further, the day-to-day affairs of AAIR are managed from a central Secretariat operated by an 
Executive Officer. 

Established in late 1988, AAIR draws members predominantly from Australia and New Zealand, 
with further members from the Pacific, Southeast Asia, and the African continent, among a few 
others. Members contribute to planning, decision making, policy formulation and analysis 
concerned with the management of tertiary education. 

The broad aim of AAIR is to benefit, assist and advance research which leads to the improved 
understanding, planning and operation of tertiary education institutions within Australasia. AAIR 
has the following principal objectives: 

 to raise the level of professional competence and practice in the fields of tertiary education 
institutional research, planning and analysis in the Australasian region 

 to enhance inter-institutional cooperation in the undertaking of comparative institutional 
research projects 

 to assist the professional development of members by: 

 organising an annual conference (the AAIR Annual Forum) 

 developing and fostering cooperative links with the US AIR and European AIR 

 encouraging regional meetings of members to augment the annual Forum 

AAIR’s mission statement is: “To advance institutional effectiveness in tertiary education.” 

Its vision is to: Be the professional association that has the greatest influence on tertiary 
education planning and evidence-based decision making in Australasia. 

And its values consist of a commitment to: 

 contribute and share; 

 innovation; 

 inclusiveness and diversity; 

 professionalism; and 

 enjoyment and friendliness 

AAIR is affiliated with the Association for Institutional Research (AIR) in the United States of 
America, along with other groups located in Europe, South-East Asia, South Africa and Canada. 
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The first AAIR Annual Forum was held in Rockhampton in 1990. Since then, AAIR has hosted 
an annual Forum each year, making Wellington the 26th Annual AAIR Forum. 

The AAIR Annual Forums are organised by the professional forum organiser (PFO), Leishman 
and Associates, in collaboration with the AAIR Executive Committee and the Local Organising 
Committee. 

All papers within these Proceedings were refereed using a double-blind process and were 
presented at the AAIR Annual Forum in Wellington in November, 2015. 

Role of the Professional Forum Organiser  

The Professional Forum Organiser (PFO) is responsible for organising all aspects of the AAIR 
Annual Forum, up to and including the onsite operations of the actual Forum. The PFO reports 
on various aspects of the Forum, including undertaking a post-forum survey. 

A copy of a final report for each forum includes (as a minimum): 

 Key Information – including forum dates, location, venue, summary of delegate numbers, 

and summary financial information, including profit. 

 Local Organising Committee Structure – details of all LOC members. 

 Forum Organisation – minutes of meetings held. 

 Call For Papers – a summary of the Call for Papers process. 

 Abstract Submission – the number of abstracts received, and the numbers selected and 

rejected. 

 Program – a summary of the program, highlighting the keynote speakers and number of 
concurrent sessions held, including comments obtained from the post-forum survey. 

 Marketing – a summary of the marketing undertaken, including e-marketing activities and 
website updates. 

 Registration – the final number of delegates, including: a final delegate list, registration 

fees and the entitlements, a state by state breakdown of delegate registrations, a 
progressive view on when delegates registered. 

 Sponsorship And Exhibition – a summary of the number of sponsors and trade 
exhibitors involved in the respective forums and their levels of sponsorship. 

 Social Program – a summary of the social program, including comments obtained from 

the post-forum survey. 

 Venues – a summary of each venue used and comments obtained from the post-forum 
survey relating to the venues. 

 Accommodation – a summary of all accommodation booked for the conference by 
delegates. 

 Financials – budget versus actuals (profit and loss, balance sheet and GST Report), and 
external auditor sign-off. 

 Recommendations – for future forums. 
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Wellington Local Organising Committee 

Purpose 

A different volunteer Local Organising Committee (LOC) is established for each AAIR Forum. 
Members of each LOC will have portfolio responsibilities and may work with subcommittees and 
other staff from the host university, as well as nominated members of the AAIR Executive 
Committee. 

AAIR underwrites the forums, but the PFO manages the day-to-day organisation of each Annual 
AAIR Forum. The AAIR Executive Committee liaises with the LOC and the PFO, and as such, 
strong links will are maintained between the three groups. 

The respective LOC will make final decisions concerning the organisation of the respective 
forum, in consultation with the AAIR Executive Committee, with the aim to make the AAIR 
Forum a great success. 

Responsibilities of the LOC 

Each LOC is responsible for managing all AAIR and PFO liaison in accordance with this 
document. 

Purpose 

Each LOC provides strategic oversight for matters relating to the respective AAIR forum on 
behalf of AAIR. 

Terms of Reference 

Each LOC will: 

 Consider all strategic matters applying to the AAIR Forum and the AAIR SIG Forum. 
These matters may be referred from the AAIR Executive Committee, and will broadly fall 
within the following categories: 

 Focus and structure of each forum 

 Strategy/management/communication issues 

 Issues relating to session design and balance of presenters 

 Monitor that each forum is achieving its aims as determined by the AAIR Executive 
Committee. 

 Work with the PFO to ensure that each forum is designed to enable it to be recognised as 
a leading conference in the Australasian tertiary education sector. 

 Liaise with the PFO on contractual and strategic issues. 

 Provide continuity and learning from forum to forum, liaising with the AAIR Executive 
Committee as required. 

 Provide guidance to the PFO on matters determined by the LOC and the AAIR Executive 
Committee that are to be incorporated into the arrangements for each specific forum. 

 Refer matters as appropriate to the AAIR Executive Committee for consideration and/or 
decision. 
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Membership 

Each LOC consists of: a representative of the PFO, three to four members from the host 
university(ies), one of whom will be the Forum Chair for the respective upcoming forum, and at 
least one nominated member of the AAIR Executive Committee. 

Meeting Frequency 

Each LOC will meet as required; however, no less than six times in the 12 months preceding 
the respective forum. 

Members at November 2015 

Kathie Rabel (Chair), Victoria University of Wellington 

Don Johnston, Southern Cross University 

Robert Daldy, Auckland University of Technology 

Malcolm Rees, Massey University 

Jeff Holmes, AAIR 

Dave Marr, AAIR 

Charlotte Ferry-Parker, The University of Waikato 
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Message from the Forum Chair  

It was a pleasure to welcome everyone on behalf of the 
Australasian Association for Institutional Research (AAIR) and 
the Organising Committee, to the 2015 Forum in beautiful, 
Wellington New Zealand. This was the first time in Wellington 
and only the fourth time the forum has been held in New 
Zealand in its 26 year history. 

The theme for the forum, The Winds of Change, was 
particularly appropriate given recent events on both sides of the 
Tasman, not to mention Wellington’s reputation as a windy city. 
It seems we have been in a state of flux not only from our own 
efforts to innovate and move with the times, but also as we deal 
with pedagogical, political, social and financial imperatives. We 
have seen uncapped and capped provisions, shifting 
demographics, changing government priorities, economic and 
financial crises, international rankings pressures, equity 
concerns, technology advances and teaching, research and 
quality imperatives swirling around us. 

The programme covered a wide range of topics over the two and a half days of the. The two 
keynotes were extremely well received and presented by, Stephen Few who is a leading 
international expert in data visualisation for sense-making and communication. He is well known 
for his work in business intelligence and information design. The second keynote was given by 
The Hon. Steve Maharey, Vice Chancellor of Massey University and formerly a member of 
parliament including as Minister of Education. 

The programme and activities of this year’s forum were the result of a collective effort, and I 
would particularly like to thank the organising committee who gave of their time and efforts 
willingly to make this a very strong event. It was truly a trans-Tasman affair with members from 
a range of institutions. We had Rob Daldy from Auckland University of Technology, Charlotte 
Ferry-Parker from The University of Waikato, Malcolm Rees from Massey University, Don 
Johnston from Southern Cross University and Dave Marr and Jeff Holmes from AAIR. It was a 
pleasure working with the conference organisers Victoria Chapman and Emma Harrison from 
Leishman Associates who were instrumental in helping to bring the many varied aspects of the 
forum together. 

I also wish to acknowledge our sponsors and exhibitors – eXplorance, Graduate Careers Australia, 
Massey University, QILT/The Social Research Centre and Altis. Without their participation and 
valuable contributions, we wouldn’t have been able to offer as rich and as diverse an experience. 

Everyone was able to make the most of the networking and social activities, with a special 
highlight being the Forum dinner at Te Papa Tongarewa – The Museum of New Zealand. 

Tēnei te reo poroaki o Te Whanganui-a-Tara, otiira, ō Aotearoa whānui tōnu. I haere tū mai, me 

hoki tū atu. Nā reira, tēnā koutou, tēnā koutou, tēnā koutou katoa 

Goodbye from Wellington and New Zealand. Hope to see you again. 

 

Kathie Rabel, Forum Chair  
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Sponsors and Exhibitors 

Platinum Sponsor 

 

At eXplorance, we believe improvement is at the heart of progress. Since 2003, we have helped 
organizations develop a culture of continuous improvement. With 3.7+ million users in more 
than 20 countries, Blue® is a complete Learning Experience Management system with 
applications for evaluations, surveys, 360 degree feedback, and more. 

Website: http://www.explorance.com 

Satchel Sponsor 

 

Graduate Careers Australia (GCA) has been at the forefront of research into the Australian 
graduate labour market for over 40 years, working with industry, State and Federal government 
departments, market research firms, higher education institutions and researchers. GCA’s 
current work includes the administration of the University Experience Survey, the Australian 
Graduate Survey, the Beyond Graduation Survey, the employer-focused Graduate Outlook 
Survey, and consulting with a range of organisations, both locally and abroad, on matters 
relating to graduate employment. We look forward to continuing this work with the Australian 
higher education sector in the years to come. 

Website: http://www.graduatecareers.com.au 

Barista Cart Sponsor 

 

QILT (Quality Indicators for Learning and Teaching) is a coherent suite of Australian national, 
higher education surveys endorsed by the Australian Government Department of Education and 
Training, that covers the student life cycle from commencement to employment. These surveys 
include the Student Experience Survey (SES), Graduate Outcomes Survey (GOS) and GOS – 
Longitudinal and the Employer Satisfaction Survey (ESS). The Social Research Centre (SRC) is 
the independent administrator of QILT. 

Website: http://www.qilt.edu.au 

  

http://www.explorance.com/
http://www.graduatecareers.com.au/
http://www.qilt.edu.au/
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Keynote Speaker Sponsor 

 

Massey University has three campuses across New Zealand’s North Island plus the country’s 
largest number of distance learners, making it New Zealand’s only truly national university. It 
consistently ranks in the top 3 per cent of universities worldwide and has a reputation for being 
bold, innovative and having a “can do” attitude. Massey is a forward-looking institution 
committed to addressing the challenges of a rapidly-changing world and producing graduates 
equipped to adapt and thrive in the 21st century. 

Website: http://www.massey.ac.nz 

Altis 

 

Altis continues to lead the way in the Higher Education sector for all things related to Business 
Intelligence, Data Warehousing, Advanced Analytics, Data Management, and helping 
universities plan for the future with our Strategy and Roadmap approach. We’ve helped over 25 
universities in Australia, NZ and the UK. Attend our presentation or visit our booth to learn more 
about our new customisable cloud-based solution for identifying students at-risk of disengaging. 

Website: http://www.altis.com.au 

 

http://www.massey.ac.nz/
http://www.altis.com.au/
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Keynote Presenters 

Stephen Few 

Founder, Perceptual Edge, USA 

Stephen Few founded Perceptual Edge in 2003. With 30 years of 
experience as an innovator, consultant, and educator in the fields 
of business intelligence and information design, Stephen is now 
a leading expert in data visualisation for sense-making and 
communication. 

Stephen writes the quarterly Visual Business Intelligence 
Newsletter, speaks and teaches internationally, and provides 
consulting services. In 2004, he wrote the first comprehensive 
and practical guide to business graphics entitled Show Me the 
Numbers, now in its second edition. 

In 2006, he wrote the first and only guide to the visual design of 
dashboards, entitled Information Dashboard Design, also now in 
its second edition. In 2009, he wrote the first introduction for non-
statisticians to visual data analysis, entitled Now You See It. 

Steve Maharey 

Vice-Chancellor, Massey University, New Zealand 

Steve Maharey is the Vice-Chancellor of Massey University. He 
was the Member of Parliament for Palmerston North from 1990–
2008 and a Senior Cabinet Minister from 1999–2008. Earlier in 
his career he was a Senior Lecturer in Sociology and a Junior 
Lecturer in Business Administration His main areas of academic 
interest include social policy (particularly social development), 
education, media and cultural studies, social change and politics. 

He has been an elected City Councillor, Chair of Massey 
Ventures Ltd & Committee on Universities Academic 
Programmes, Member of the Education Council Transition 
Board, Asia NZ Foundation Board, the Board of the 
BioCommerce Centre, the Board of the Riddet Institute, FoodHQ, 
Universities NZ, AgriOne Board, Massey University Foundation, 
the Committee for Auckland, the Territorial Force Employers 
Support Council, and the Board of the Manawatu Cancer 
Society, Director of Massey Global Ltd, Patron of Central 

Football and the Manawatu Squash Association. 

He was appointed a Companion of the New Zealand Order of Merit (CNZM) in 2008 and he has 
contributed to eleven books and is a very frequent contributor to all forms of media. 
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Paper Sessions 

Performance Measurement Maturity in New Zealand Universities 

Zhivan Alach 

Planning and Performance Manager, Unitec Institute of Technology, New Zealand 

Biography 

Zhivan Alach holds a PhD in policy analysis from the University of Auckland and has worked in 
the planning and performance fields for New Zealand Police and Auckland Council. 

Abstract 

Higher education performance measurement has emerged as a topic of interest in the 
past three decades, with substantial attention paid to its value and applicability. This 
study uses a multifaceted performance measurement maturity model derived from a 
number of sources to explore evolution in publicly reported performance information 
from New Zealand’s eight universities. It shows that there has not been a linear 
development, but that there are definite signs of increasing maturity in performance 
measurement within New Zealand universities. This increasing maturity has primarily 
developed in response to external stimuli, notably governmental direction, but there has 
not been a simple cause-and-effect relationship. 

Introduction 

Over the past three decades, public sector performance measurement has emerged as a topic 
of both substantial academic interest as well as practical importance. Yet, in its most basic 
sense, performance measurement in tertiary education remains a terra incognita. While the 
literature abounds with studies on the conceptual framework for performance measures, the 
shortcomings of specific measures, and development of better measures (Broad, Goddard, & 
Von Alberti, 2007; Brown, 2012; Cave, Hanney, Henkel, & Kogan, 1997; Cullen, Joyce, Hassall, 
& Broadbent, 2003; Dill, 1997, 2007; Duque, 2013; Edgar & Geare, 2013; García-Aracil & 
Palomares-Montero, 2010; Johnes & Taylor, 1990; Martin & Sauvaugeot, 2011; McLendon, 
Hearn, & Deaton, 2008; Orr, Jaeger, & Schwarzenberger, 2007; Turner, 2011; Zangoueinezhad 
& Moshabaki, 2011), there are very few studies addressing the more simple questions of how 
tertiary institutes measure their performance, and how well they do so. 

This study utilises the performance measurement literature to synthesise a seven-element 
maturity model. Components of this synthetic model are then used to evaluate the degree of 
performance measurement maturity in New Zealand universities. Methodologically, this study 
takes a two-pronged approach, combining documentary analysis with a survey of university 
staff. 

Performance Measurement in Higher Education 

Performance measurement has both narrow and broad definitions; the former focus on the use 
of qualitative and quantitative indicators to measure activities and achievements (Ghobadian & 
Ashworth, 1994; Wang, 2002); the latter focus on not merely measurement, but the use of 
performance information to control and manage as well (Bisbe & Malagueno, 2012; Bititci, 
Garengo, Dorfler, & Nudurupati, 2012; Broadbent & Laughlin, 2009, p. 283; Kloot & Martin, 
2000, p. 233). This study uses the broader approach. 
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Performance measurement as a formal concept became an increasingly important issue in the 
Western world through the 1980s and 1990s (Carter, Klein, & Day, 1992; Fleming & Lafferty, 
2000; Hood, 2012; Lewis, 2015; Moynihan & Pandey, 2010; Proppers & Wilson, 2003; Schick, 
1996; Taylor, 2009; Van Dooren, Bouckaert, & Halligan, 2010). Higher education soon 
absorbed this new trend, with tertiary performance measurement emerging in the United 
Kingdom (Johnes & Taylor, 1990; Yorke, 1991), United States (Burke & Freeman, 1997; 
Cunningham, 1997; McLendon et al., 2008), Spain (García-Aracil & Palomares-Montero, 2010), 
Germany (Orr et al., 2007), and Ireland (Irish Higher Education Authority, 2013), Australia 
(Campbell & Siew Haw, 2012; Freeman, 2014) amongst others. 

A Synthetic Performance Measurement Maturity Model 

Conceptual tools enable us to focus and simplify otherwise messy and complex realities. A 
number of normative recommendations for the improved practice of performance measurement 
have been suggested by various authors (Ghobadian & Ashworth, 1994; Kloot & Martin, 2000; 
Kravchuk & Schack, 1996; NZ Office of the Auditor General, 2011, 2012, 2013). Building from 
these recommendations, a synthetic performance measurement maturity model – henceforth 
“synthetic model” – has been developed by the author. The model consists of seven elements, 
organised into three groups. These were developed through a process of derivation from the 
literature, review, and revision until a comprehensive set without redundancy had been 
developed. 

Group One: Use and Results 

Group One is concerned with the use of performance information by the organisation, and the 
results that are achieved from this use. 

Element One: Usage of Performance Information in Decision-Making including Trade-Offs 

A mature performance measurement framework uses performance information to guide 
decision-making and budgeting, including the subordination of financial information to more 
value-focused information. 

Element Two: Strategic Alignment and Prioritisation 

A mature performance measurement framework will clearly link performance measures to 
strategic direction, including the explicit prioritisation of those measures deemed more 
strategically important 

Group Two: Key Design Elements 

Group two is concerned with the specific design of the framework and its inherent logic and 
value. 

Element Three: Use of Outcomes Framework 

A mature performance measurement framework will use a logical outcomes framework to show 
the resources consumed, services delivered, and results achieved by the actions of the 
reporting entity, and thus the value generated for broader society, community, and economy. 

Element Four: Variety, Comprehensiveness, and Quality of Measures 

A mature performance measurement framework will utilise a variety of valid, purposive 
performance measures comprising the full scope of organisational action, and will combine 
financial and non-financial measures to make better sense of complexity. The framework will 
select measures that are less prone to gaming and other perverse behaviour. 
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Element Five: Depth and Insight of Commentary 

A mature performance measurement framework incorporates rigorous, analytical commentary 
to make sense of trends, achievements, and to contextualise quantitative data. 

Group Three: Key Shapers 

Group three is concerned with elements outside the performance framework itself, but which 
heavily affect its utility. 

Element Six: Internal Ownership of Performance Framework 

A mature performance measurement framework is well understood and accepted by staff, which 
may require collaborative development; 

Element Seven: Accurate and Timely Underlying Data 

A mature performance measurement framework includes accurate and timely underlying data 
capable of addressing the full range of measures required; 

Methodology 

Documentary analysis has proven a useful tool for the examination of performance 
measurement use in other fields (Hatry, 1978; Usher & Cornia, 1981), so it was decided to focus 
on annual reports published during the evaluation period (2008–2013). Each annual report was 
subjected to a range of quantitative and semi-quantitative analyses (of the Statement of Service 
Performance (SSP) unless stated otherwise). Individual universities are anonymised using the 
letters A–H below. 

Alongside the documentary analysis, a survey was conducted, comprising 67 questions. 
University and polytechnic websites were scraped for the contact details of senior academic and 
administrative staff (heads of faculty and department, and administrative equivalents. The final 
response rate was 57/471, 12%. Results for questions or question clusters are presented as 
scores between 1 and 5, indicating the mean response. Indices are the overall score for all 
questions addressing a particular model element. 

Findings 

Element One: Usage of Performance Information in Decision-Making including Trade-Offs 

Documentary analysis provides little evidence that universities utilise service costing information 
to adequately consider trade-offs, or utilise performance information for major decisions. 

The survey indicated that respondents most frequently used performance measures to help set 
individual job expectations (3.79), with slightly less frequent use for reviewing group 
performance (3.72) and rewarding staff (3.68). The least common use was in changing work 
methods (3.39) and celebrating group performance (3.32). Respondents strongly agreed (4.38) 
that results-focused performance information was used for external reporting. 

Performance measurement was seen to be most effective in improving research quantity (4.10), 
but less effective in improving research quality (3.59). A similar level of effectiveness for 
teaching (3.45) and student support (3.44) was perceived, albeit with the latter result including 
significant differences between academics (3.15) and administrators (3.92). Perhaps oddly, 
performance measurement was seen to have only a limited effect on improving resource 
efficiency (3.40). 
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The Usage Index, which combines all relevant questions, is 3.47, 3.40 for academics and 3.59 
for administrators.  

Element Two: Strategic Alignment and Prioritisation 

Documentary analysis indicates that the degree of strategic alignment has remained consistent 
during the evaluation period, with a slight shift from those only showing partial alignment to 
those showing full alignment. There was an absence of clear prioritisation. While “Research” 
might be listed as a strategic goal, it was seldom clear which were the associated priority 
performance targets, such as research outputs or citation scores. 

Survey results showed strong agreement that performance information was used for strategic 
planning (4.11) as well as organisational change (4.04), and even stronger agreement that such 
information was strongly valued by senior leadership (4.49). Given that the survey focused on 
senior leadership (tiers two and three), the latter result seems particularly valid. There was 
lesser agreement that performance information was used for developing budgets (3.65) and for 
rewarding staff who achieved strategic goals (3.56). 

One set of survey questions asked about the respondents’ direct use of performance 
information for strategic processes, specifically setting group priorities, and allocating resources. 
A similar frequency was reported for both activities (3.70 and 3.72 respectively), but this 
concealed significant differences in relation to allocating resources between academics (3.90) 
and administrators (3.33), with the former counter intuitively using it more frequently. 

The Strategy Index, which combines relevant items, is 3.95 overall, 3.95 for academics and 3.97 
for administrative staff. 

Element Three: Use of Outcomes Framework 

There is a clear increase in use of outcomes frameworks from 2011 annual reports onwards, 
likely linked to the work done by the TEC and NZVCC, but still only half use them in any 
semblance, and only one in a full manner. The timing of adoption is particularly interesting. The 
outcomes framework was agreed in early 2010, but not used until 2011 annual reports, which 
were produced in early 2012. 

It seems clear that the language of outcomes frameworks has confused many, despite 
substantial national guidance (NZ Office of the Auditor General, 2002, 2008, 2012, 2013; Public 
Finance Act,” 1989). The term “outcome” is often linked to generic “results”, and the term 
“output” is often solely linked to research outputs. 

The survey built on some of these observations, as the first question asked how familiar 
respondents were with the concept of an outcomes framework. Respondents seemed relatively 
familiar with the concept (3.76), with administrators more familiar (4.20) than academics (3.66). 
Respondents reported consistent and fairly common direct usage of both enabler and outcome 
performance measures (3.55 and 3.45 respectively), but a substantially higher use of output 
performance measures (4.04). The same pattern repeated for the institution as a whole, albeit 
at a higher level – 3.76 for outcome measures, 3.92 for enabler measures, and 4.17 for output 
measures. 

The Outcomes Index, which combines relevant items, is 3.68 (3.67 for academics and 3.70 for 
administrators). 
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Element Four: Variety, Comprehensiveness, and Quality of Measures 

There has been very little change in the breadth of measures reported in Annual Reports. Focus 
areas include research and teaching, but there are few measures related to community service 
or support services. This lack of attention to the full breadth of organisational activities has 
occurred despite government guidance to the contrary (NZ Office of the Auditor General, 2013). 

SSPs are largely dominated by input and process measures. There is also a consistent use of 
particular output measures, notably course and qualification completion, and research outputs. 
There are few impact and outcome measures. 

Survey results were not entirely congruent with documentary analysis. Financial performance 
measures were the most commonly used (4.13), albeit with significantly lesser use by 
academics (3.76) compared to administrators (4.60). Research measures were the second most 
commonly used overall (4.02), and the most commonly used by academics (4.28). Teaching 
measures (3.88) were followed by staff management (3.73) and other resource management 
(3.27). By far the least used were service / community measures, with a score of 2.89. 

A second set of questions explored the broader institution’s use of performance measures in the 
same categories. Financial measures were still the most frequently used (4.62), but the 
difference to research measures (4.60) was much narrower. Teaching measures (4.39) were 
again followed by staff management (4.06) and other resource management (3.90), with 
service/community measures again bringing up the rear (3.55). 

The Variety Index, which combines relevant items, is 3.96, 3.90 for academics and 3.97 for 
administrators. 

Element Five: Depth and Insight of Commentary 

Approaches to commentary differ dramatically. In its 2008 report, university F did not provide 
any descriptive commentary; by 2011, it included not merely commentary on specific results but 
also a discussion about the selection of measures. University H has consistently presented 
quantitative measures first, and then associated commentary and highlights; university B has 
taken an opposite approach. Commentary and highlights are often integrated, but not always 
(University G, 2009). 

At times, commentary is used to make up for shortfalls in specific measures. This is particularly 
notable with outcome and impact measures that are not clearly defined; in such cases, rather 
than a measure such as economic or research impact, a set of highlights showing various 
impacts is provided (University D, 2013). Commentary is seldom self-critical – failures to 
achieve performance targets are often glossed over, noted as being remedied in the future 
through new projects or programmes, or blamed on external events beyond the control of the 
university. 

Internal ownership of performance framework 

Respondents were neutral about academic support for performance measurement (3.11), and 
slightly more positive about administrative support (3.23). Academics were seen to have a 
slightly greater understanding (3.50) than administrators (3.33), but this may simply reflect the 
higher proportion of academics in the sample, who scored their own understanding higher. 

There was strong agreement overall that qualitative performance is of benefit to tertiary 
institutes (4.31), but this overall result masked a significant difference between academics 
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(4.17) and administrators (4.53). There was less support for quantitative performance 
measurement (4.02), and an even greater difference between academics (3.86) and 
administrators (4.40). 

The Ownership Index is 3.56 overall, with academics 3.43 and administrators 3.80. 

Accurate underlying data 

No data-related issues were seen as major hindrances. The most significant was the cost of 
collecting data (2.96), followed by the quality of existing information technology (2.73), the 
timeliness of data (2.53), and validity and reliability issues (2.27). There were no significant 
differences between academics and administrators. 

The Data Index is 3.32, 3.30 for academics and 3.27 for administrative staff. 

Discussion 

There is limited evidence that service performance information is used to guide substantive 
decision-making in New Zealand universities, mirroring findings elsewhere (Vakkuri & Meklin, 
2003). While the Usage Index is 3.47, this seems to reflect largely a tactical approach to 
performance information, rather than its use as a primary input into planning. The lack of clear 
output costing illustrates a disjuncture between targets and resourcing, and is itself linked to the 
input-focused system of governmental tertiary funding in New Zealand. 

In relation to element two, New Zealand universities show some degree of maturity in 
strategically aligning performance measures, although explicit prioritisation is still rare. The 
Strategy Index of 3.95 is the equal-highest of all the index scores. However, the lesser use of 
performance information to drive budgeting, or to positively recognise staff who help achieve 
strategic goals, suggests that this strategic alignment may well be “window-dressing” (Collier, 
2008; Roy & Segun, 2000). 

Survey respondents indicated a relatively high familiarity with, and support for, outcomes 
frameworks (Outcomes Index 3.68), a finding that is not necessarily borne out by analysis of 
their published reports. A lesser use of outcome measures is unsurprising, given difficulties 
experienced in developing such measures in a broad variety of fields (Broadbent, 2007; Cook, 
2004; Grizzle, 1982; Heinrich, 2002; Umashev & Willett, 2008; Wang, 2002), but the lesser use 
of enabling measures is. In many performance measurement environments, enabling measures 
– inputs and processes – predominate (Ghobadian & Ashworth, 1994; Palmer, 1993; Poister & 
Streib, 1999). 

New Zealand universities demonstrate substantial variation in the number and breadth of 
performance measures reported. They seldom report against the full scope of organisational 
activities. The infrequency of outcome and impact measures, and prevalence of teaching output 
measures, makes many frameworks potentially vulnerable to gaming. Little usage of 
performance measures for community / service activities is reported, which may reflect a 
narrowing of university direction away from this “third role.” 

Perhaps the most interesting finding from the exploration of usage relates to resource efficiency. 
Given the prevalence of financial management measures in other fields (Berman & Wang, 
2000; Melkers & Willoughby, 2005; Poister & Streib, 2005), one might have assumed that this 
would also be the most common usage in universities. This was far from the case. 
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New Zealand universities generally provide substantial performance-related commentary. This 
is unsurprising, given issues surrounding the relevance of quantitative measures to university 
activities, and in many cases that commentary is used to make up for shortfalls elsewhere in the 
performance measurement framework utilised. The commentary is seldom incisive and self-
critical. 

The greatest differences between academics and administrators were seen in relation to 
internal ownership of performance measurement. Authors have noted that “culture is crucial in 
performance measurement” (Kloot & Martin, 2000); another has called it a “hearts and minds” 
battle (Sanger, 2008). Academics were less supportive of performance measurement than 
administrators (both self-reported and reported from others) and consistently ascribed fewer 
benefits to performance measurement. Overall understanding of performance measurement 
was not particularly high. It is likely that organisational culture has also significantly affected 
scores in the other elements of the synthetic model (Hood, 2012; Jennings, 2012; Moynihan & 
Pandey, 2010; Taylor, 2014). 

External actors, including the MoE, TEC, and OAG appear to have had only a limited effect on 
performance measurement practices. This lack of adaptation may simply reflect the semi-
autonomous nature of New Zealand universities, or it may simply reflect funding mechanisms. 
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Abstract 

This paper will provide an overview of an international benchmarking project with seven 
universities across Australia, New Zealand and the United Kingdom (UK). Ako Aotearoa 
commissioned a proof-of-concept project to specifically enhance understanding of peer 
review process benchmarking for quality improvement purposes. This aligns with the 
aims of New Zealand’s Academic Quality Agency’s (AQA) quality assurance processes 
and is a useful tool which universities may choose to employ. 

The aims of the benchmarking project were to: 

 Compare five key performance indicators: 

1. Support for priority learners and pathways into higher education; 
2. Teaching quality; 
3. Curriculum quality; 
4. Assessment; and 
5. Support for academic staff; 

 Identify areas of good practice, areas for improvement/or further development and 
areas for sharing; and 

 Enhance understanding of process benchmarking for quality improvement purposes. 

Outcomes from the face-to-face peer review workshop in New Zealand will be discussed 
as well the lessons learnt from the comparison of international strategies in learning and 
teaching. 
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Introduction 

Universities are increasingly moving towards using benchmarking for quality improvement and 
quality enhancement purposes, particularly being able to compare academic standards across 
the higher education sector. This has been a repeated recommendation in Academic Audit 
Reports conducted by the Academic Quality Agency for New Zealand’s Universities (Cameron, 
2015) with an implicit concern that the self-review processes undertaken by New Zealand 
Universities risk being too self-referenced. 

Benchmarking can be defined as: 

‘A learning process structured so as to enable those engaging in the process to compare their 
services/activities/products in order to identify their comparative strengths and weaknesses as a 
basis for self-improvement and/or self-regulation.’ (Jackson & Lund, 2000) 

Having followed, with considerable interest, the work being done on peer review benchmarking 
in Australia, Ako Aotearoa, New Zealand’s National Centre for Tertiary Teaching Excellence, 
commissioned an international project using the process benchmarking methodology developed 
by the universities of Tasmania, Deakin and Wollongong (Booth et al., 2011). Ako Aotearoa 
wanted to trial ‘a proof of concept’ benchmarking process not only across New Zealand 
universities but also involving universities in Australia and the United Kingdom. There were 
three key reasons for this: the process is highly formative, compliance requirements are 
relatively low and, thirdly, the opportunity to explore international comparisons might add a new 
dimension to the work. 

The specific aims of the international benchmarking project were to: 

1. Compare approaches to the priorities raised by New Zealand’s Tertiary Education Strategy 
with respect to the participation and success of educationally disadvantaged groups to 
approaches to equivalent issues in Australia and the UK; 

2. To compare approaches to improving teaching quality, curriculum quality and assessment; 
3. To identify areas of good practice, areas for improvement/or development and areas for 

sharing;  
4. To identify any common issues across institutional and national boundaries 
5. To enhance our understanding of process benchmarking for quality improvement and quality 

enhancement purposes across Australia, New Zealand and United Kingdom. 

Seven universities accepted an invitation to participate in the international benchmarking 
project: 

 Auckland University of Technology, New Zealand; 

 Birmingham City University United Kingdom; 

 Lincoln University, New Zealand; 

 Swinburne University of Technology, Australia; 

 The Arts University Bournemouth, United Kingdom; 

 University of Tasmania, Australia; and 

 Victoria University, Melbourne, Australia 
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Active support and participation was received from AQA, the Office for Learning and Teaching, 
Australia and the Tertiary Education Quality Standards Agency, Australia. The Higher Education 
Academy facilitated the participation by the two universities from the UK. 

Methodology 

Work on the project was from November, 2014 to September, 2015 and involved six phases: 

1. Development of key performance indicators, good practice statements and key performance 
measures; 

2. Self-review phase (using the University of Tasmania’s online benchmarking tool); 
3. Peer review phase (face-to-face workshop held in Wellington, July 2015); 
4. Post-validation phase (Workshop summary sent to participants for verification); 
5. Reporting phase including a summary of workshop outcomes and recommendations for 

improvement, and; 
6. Evaluation. 

The international benchmarking project is underpinned by the ACODE benchmarking 
methodology (ACODE, 2014) which is based on process benchmarking. Process benchmarking 
is a form of benchmarking that focuses on how results are achieved. It aims to examine, 
compare and improve performance of processes used in operations (Stella & Woodhouse, 
2007). Benchmarking methodology includes Key Performance Indicators (KPIs), Good Practice 
Statements, Key Performance Measures, ratings, rationale and evidence. Universities had a 
choice of focus areas to benchmark. These could be any one (or more) of the Performance 
Indicators. Each Performance Measure provided structured questions under each of the KPIs. 
The institutions were not required to respond to every KPI, but there had to be a comparator (at 
least 2 institutions) for each KPI. The topics for benchmarking include: 

1. Strategies for increasing participation of priority (or non-traditional or disadvantaged) 
learners in tertiary education; 

2. Provision of professional support for teaching staff; 
3. Teaching quality; 
4. Curriculum quality; and 
5. Peer review of assessment. 

The self-review phase involved universities making a preliminary self-rating against each 
measure. To facilitate the self-review process, questions were provided under each measure to 
clarify their scope and provide guidance for the self-review teams. These questions were 
designed to elicit specific information to enable processes and practices across participating 
institutions to be compared (Appendix A). The ratings for the performance measures are 
between Level 4 and Level 1, with Level 4 being the most evident of quality outcomes and Level 
1 showing the least amount of the evidence of quality (Table 1). Each institution was assigned a 
unique username and password for uploading the self-review data onto the University of 
Tasmania’s online benchmarking tool. Final self-review reports were sent back to each 
university for validation and checking. 
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Table 1. Performance measures: ratings against self-review guiding questions 

Level 4 Yes Effective strategies are implemented successfully 

Level 3 Yes, but Good strategies in place, some limitations or some further work needed 

Level 2 No, but This area hasn’t yet been effectively addressed, but some significant work is being done 

Level 1 No No effective strategies e.g. not addressed, addressed only in isolated pockets, 

notionally addressed by major barriers to implementation 

 

In preparation for the peer review workshop, a peer review workshop document was prepared 
which included a summary of key performance indicators, self-ratings and measures across all 
universities and areas of good practice, self-identified areas for improvement/development and 
areas for sharing. The peer review workshop documentation was sent out by email to the 
participating universities prior to the peer review workshop in preparation for the workshop. A 
face-to-face peer review benchmarking workshop was held over two days in New Zealand to 
benchmark the five KPIs, processes and data. At the workshop universities were asked to 
provide presentation on their individual institutional contexts and rationale for being involved in 
the benchmarking project. A summary of the peer review workshop outcomes was recorded 
during the workshop and presented in draft form for all participants in the last session of the 
workshop. An evaluation of the workshop was undertaken at the end of the second day of the 
peer review workshop to elicit areas of good practice and areas for improvement in 
benchmarking methodology. 

The post validation phase gave all participants the opportunity to review and revise the peer 
review summary outcomes following the workshop. Following the peer-review discussions at the 
workshop and reflections on self-review data, participants were invited to alter their own ratings, 
supporting statements and add any additional evidence. Workshop participants were invited to 
review and comment on a draft final report. Participants were provided with the report and their 
institution’s self-review report (results from the online tool) and encouraged to consider the 
recommendations and determine an implementation plan for their institution. 

Findings 

The peer review workshop discussion produced the following findings at the institutional level 
for each of the KPIs: 1) areas of good practice; 2) areas for improving and/or further 
development; 3) areas for sharing. For example, under Key Performance Indicator 3: Teaching 
Quality, the participating universities were: Birmingham City University (BCU), Swinburne 
University of Technology, University of Tasmania (UTAS) and Victoria University (VU). Each 
university had identified these areas of good practice: 

 Appropriate strategies, plans and policies in place for student achievement, academic 
standards and teaching quality; 

 Internal teaching awards; 

 Alignment of internal teaching awards to national awards; 

 Resources for online teaching; 

 Internal and external surveys to evaluate teaching; 

 Performance monitoring in annual and course reviews. 
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Individually, some of the identified areas of good practice included: 1) BCU has a L&T Manifesto 
(short strategic document) for students and staff which had statements that talked to students 
[for e.g. You won’t sit in lectures all day long, you will sit with other students]; 2) BCU has a 
target that all full time staff involved in learning and teaching will be HEA accredited by 2020 
(80% by 2017); 3) Swinburne has changed their internal surveys to be much shorter, they now 
have only three questions; 4) UTAS has a comprehensive framework of teaching expectations 
which now includes rubrics and it will be available online; and 5) VU has mobility plans in place 
to enhance teaching quality and the University is systematically expanding the international 
experience of staff. 

Some areas for improvement and further development which were discussed include: 1) 
reducing the number of strategies [all]; 2) BCU support for staff with poor quality teaching is a 
work in progress; 2) Swinburne is about to commence data modelling to identify unit metrics that 
can be used for course quality; 3) UTAS will undertake a mapping exercise with all teaching and 
learning policies to identify gaps; and 4) VU needs to consolidate and complete work on policy 
renewal. Areas of good practice and individual institutions recommendations for self-
improvement are summarised in Ako Aotearoa’s full report (Booth, 2015). 

The peer review workshop also identified areas for sharing across the KPIs. Some examples 
were: 1) UK PSF Booklet [BCU]; 2) Committee on University Academic Programmes (CUAP) 
policies on approval, development and review [AUT and LU] and; 3) national teaching standards 
to extend discussion with the UK, Australia and NZ. Each university was also provided with 
individual recommendations to follow up within their own institutions. 

The peer review workshop discussion also noted a number of key similarities and differences 
across three countries. Often the differences were in the approaches to solving common 
problems. Some of the shared theme areas included: 

 University strategic plans rely heavily on analysis of internal and external data with some 
data not being available for 3 years; 

 Lack of consistency in approach between strategic and operational plans; 

 Partnerships with schools are an important part of assisting students ’ transition into 
university, although current ability to track students’ progress through the whole system 
(from school through higher education) varies; 

 Focus on blended learning in professional development of academic staff; 

 Access to teaching surveys for quality assurance purposes is a challenge; and 

 Importance of external referencing for programmes is essential for credibility and 
validation. 

Another area of similarity across New Zealand and Australia has been the emerging interest 
and implementation of the UK Professional Standards Framework (UK PSF), which is an 
internationally recognised framework for benchmarking success within HE teaching and support 
which can be applied to personal development programmes at the individual or institutional level 
to improve teaching quality and recognise excellence. A majority of UK universities have the UK 
PSF in place within their institutions. 

In terms of shared similarities, both the Australian and New Zealand governments’ strategies 
focus on increasing access and participation; however, they do not cover all students in relation 
to funding. Australia’s Higher Education Participation Programme (HEPP) supports students 
from disadvantaged backgrounds but does cover international students, whilst New Zealand’s 
Tertiary Education Strategy does not cover students from refugee backgrounds. Both Australia 
and New Zealand have universities which are using Advancement via Individual Determination 
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(AVID) which is a university readiness system with primary, secondary and tertiary programs. 
The program enables low socio-economic students with the academic, social and emotional 
skills to be successful at university as well it supports school leaders with professional 
development to assist students to have aspirations to university. Another similarity between 
Australia and New Zealand is that school students have a unique identifier which stays with 
them for their whole life. In Australia it is the Commonwealth Higher Education Student Support 
Number (CHESSN) which provides information on the HECS–HELP loan and Commonwealth 
Scholarships. In addition the State of Victoria in Australia has a unique student identifier which 
applies to all school students. New Zealand has a similar process called a unique education 
identifier, a National Student Number (NSN), which applies to all students so as to track their 
progress and participation in educational activities. 

The participating universities also identified common themes which differed across each 
country. These themes were: 

 Language in national policies on equity and access is slightly different. Australia and the 
UK focus on social inclusion for different cohorts, New Zealand for instance, is focused on 
priority learners (Maori, Pacifica, under 25’s) and recognising diversity. In UK the language 
is about inclusivity and the policies more issues based. Unpacking the reasons and impact 
of these different policy agendas provided some useful discussion; 

 Core professional development programs for academic staff [optional vs mandatory]; 

 Funding for teaching quality varies across universities [varies between $70K a year to 
$3M]; 

 Another key difference between jurisdictions related to the consistent use of external 
survey instruments. Australia is in the process of developing a suite of new national 
indicators in learning and teaching quality through Quality Indicators for Learning and 
Teaching (QILT). The surveys include the University Experience Survey, the Graduate 
Outcomes Survey and the Employer Satisfaction Survey. In New Zealand each university 
runs their own experience/satisfaction surveys, but all universities are participating in the 
Graduate Longitudinal Survey. Several NZ universities in the past also opted to use the 
Australasian Survey of Student Engagement (AUSSE), but this is no longer available. UK 
universities place more emphasis on institutional targets for the NSS than Australia and 
NZ; 

 Language is different around courses/programmes/papers/subject/unit/modules; 

 Only New Zealand has a co-ordinated process of programme approvals (through CUAP, 
the Committee on University Academic Programmes). 

Exploring ways of supporting educationally disadvantaged students through pathways was a 
common theme for all participants, but each noted that there was no common approach and 
differences are often at the subject level within the same organisation. 

The peer review workshop included an evaluation session which asked participants to consider 
the value of the benchmarking process for quality improvement within their own institutions as 
well as areas for improvement. Feedback was also sought through an online survey [2 
responses]. In terms of benchmarking methodology some participants found the self-review 
phase valuable, such as ‘Very useful exercise, particularly the information gathering in the self-
review phase and ‘I think the process of seeing how the information comes together and then 
meeting has been really useful’. A number of participants saw the value in using the 
benchmarking methodology as an evidence-based approach to influence strategic thinking and 
change and also saw the potential of the methodology to have many applications across the HE 
sector. Many participants valued the opportunity for collegial discussions on emerging areas of 
good practice. A critical point agreed by representatives in HE quality assurance agencies was, 
‘[The] Devil is in the follow up, we will be looking to see if collegial discussions took place and 
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were followed up by actions.’ Participants also identified the following areas for improvement 
such as questions were repeated in the benchmarking template and less KPIs for discussion to 
allow more time to discuss areas in more depth. 

Conclusion 

This ‘proof of concept’ benchmarking project commissioned by Ako Aotearoa was a 
collaborative learning process to identify areas of good practice; areas for improvement or 
further development and areas for sharing across 5 KPIs. The benchmarking exercise did in fact 
enhance participants understanding of the potential of international peer review for quality 
improvement purposes. Three key lessons emerged from this project: 

1. The importance of unpacking differences in terminology used by different countries and the 
tacit national assumptions we make about developing processes and services for the benefit 
of the learner; 

2. The value of collegial discussions as an external reference point from which to re-evaluate 
the internal assessment and develop ideas for further action; and 

3. The value of external partnerships to undertake more comparative work in identified areas 
for improvement. 

The last lesson points to the importance of universities building capacity at the national and 
international levels to work with HE agencies, such as Ako Aotearoa, the OLT and the HEA as 
well as quality assurance agencies, to undertake some sort of external referencing and 
benchmarking exercise for quality improvement purposes in areas of shared strategic priority. 
One participant noted, 

‘Having two days to talk about excellence in teaching in such depth with such openness was an 

inspiration… I did have a deep belief that collaboration, particularly across institutions and 

internationally, is what builds innovation and leadership for innovation and I saw all that here 

today.’ 
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Appendix A: Benchmarking Framework Example 

PI#1: Strategies to increase successful participation of priority learners in tertiary education 

The New Zealand Government has introduced the Tertiary Education Strategy 2014–2019 to assist tertiary education 

and its users (learners and businesses) towards a more productive and competitive New Zealand. Tertiary education 

encompasses all post-school learning, including higher education, applied and vocational training, and training in 

foundation skills. These learning opportunities occur in a range of settings, including workplaces, universities and 

polytechnics. It is recognised that all individuals from all backgrounds have the opportunity to realise their talents 

through tertiary education. Key features of increasing participation of priority learners in New Zealand include 

evidence of strategic planning; strategies to improve participation of priority learners and collaborative networks. 

Performance Measures RATING 

[Four point scale] 

Yes, Yes BUT, No 

BUT, No 

RATIONALE 

[Use dot points to 

identify practices 

that support this 

rating] 

EVIDENCE 

[Provide name 

and web 

reference, data 

sources] 

1.1 Strategic planning for stakeholder needs 

Consider and address: 

a. How does the institution meet stakeholder 

needs in the Strategic plan (prospective and 

enrolled learners, communities, employers and 

industry? e.g. Māori, iwi, Pasifika, Aboriginal, 

Torres Strait Islander, other) 

b. How does the institution address career 

guidance and support for students in the 

Strategic Plan? e.g. initiatives that are in place 

to support priority learners. 

c. Are the Equity and Diversity Plans in place to 

address the needs of a diverse learning 

community? 

d. How often are these strategic plans and 

initiatives evaluated? 

1.2 Strategies to improve successful 

participation of students 

Consider and address: 

a. What Strategies are in place to improve 

successful participation of students from 

different backgrounds and different learning 

experiences?  

b. What information, support and advice are 

given to school students about their study 

choices, tertiary transition and benefits of 

moving to higher education? 

c. What mentoring and outreach programmes 

are available to support them in their transition 

to higher education? 

   

http://www.education.govt.nz/further-education/policies-and-strategies/tertiary-education-strategy/
http://www.education.govt.nz/further-education/policies-and-strategies/tertiary-education-strategy/
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Abstract 

The aim of this paper is to provide an overview of the progress of a proof-of-concept trial 
of an online peer review tool with 17 universities, 6 private providers and 3 Deans 
Councils in Australia. The proof-of-concept trial was commissioned by Education 
Services Australia (ESA), a not-for-profit company owned by Australian Education 
Ministers, to explore options in the higher education (HE) sector. The aim of the proof-
of-concept trial was to look for technology solutions that: 1) provide streamlined, 
sustainable and cost effective solutions to support interchange of good practice around 
core business operations, with a particular focus on assuring the quality of program level 
outcomes and their assessment and; 2) address the quality assurance and standards 
imperatives in the higher education sector. This trial is part of a larger national project 
but this paper will focus on the first two phases of a 7 phase project. 

Keywords: benchmarking, standards, quality improvement, quality enhancement, online 
support, reference points 

Introduction 

The higher education (HE) context at the global level is experiencing substantial change and 
disruption, including the massification of higher education and the rapid growth of higher 
education providers; the increasing level of delivery of online programs (e.g. MOOCs) and the 
sharpened focus by governments on the need for a robust regulatory framework for the sector 
in relation to monitoring quality and standards. Furthermore in Australia, the proposed 
deregulation of fees has contributed to the growing public awareness that courses deliver high 
quality outcomes for students and that these courses are comparable across the sector. Three 
government quality agencies have recently set out explicit expectations to ensure the 
comparability of standards across HE providers, these being: 
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 In Australia, the Higher Education Standards Panel and the Tertiary Education Quality and 
Standards Agency [TEQSA] are focused on the proposed, revised Higher Education 
Standards Framework (HESF, 2014) which outlines the requirements for benchmarking 
and external referencing [Standards 1.4.1; 5.3.1; and 5.3.2]; 

 In New Zealand, the Academic Quality Agency (AQA) for the Cycle 5 Academic Audit 
Framework is underpinned by the key principles of peer review which is evidence-based, 
externally benchmarked and enhancement led, including benchmarking programmes (3.5) 
and the equivalence of learning outcomes (3.7) (AQA, 2013); and 

 In the United Kingdom (UK), the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education [QAA] 
and the UK Quality Code for Higher Code are focused on Subject Benchmark Statements 
for setting and maintaining academic standards (Part A) and external examining (Part B7) 
(QAA., 2012a). 

In response to these quality assurance expectations, HE organisations (such as the Higher 
Education Academy (HEA) in the UK; the Office for Learning and Teaching (OLT) in Australia; 
and Ako Aotearoa in New Zealand) are increasingly focused on enhancing and improving 
academic quality through capacity building projects to support academics in external 
referencing and peer review. A recent review of OLT projects focused on academic standards 
(Freeman & Ewan, 2014) found evidence of improved assessment practices with the 
development of threshold learning outcomes (TLOs); the establishment of networks; and the 
important role Deans Councils play in leading efforts on academic standards. Yet, they also 
found three noticeable gaps: 1) the absence of non-self-accrediting and private providers in 
these academic quality projects; 2) the lack of an evidence base for quality assurance; and 3) 
the lack of external referencing. 

Similarly, a recent report in the UK, commissioned by the Higher Education Funding Council for 
England (HEFCE, 2015 p.11), on the review of external examining arrangements, positively 
found that external examining does offer a degree of externality to higher education assessment 
by providing a ‘critical friend’ role; providing a check on assessment processes; the sharing of 
good practice and the development of academic staff. But the report (HEFCE, 2015, p. 12) also 
found little evidence to support the view that external examiners are an ‘effective means’ to 
safeguard academic standards. Recommendations include retaining the external examiner 
system, but enhancing it through more systematic training in standards, assessment literacy 
and external judgement and taking part in regular calibration events to support and enhance 
discipline standards. The report also focused on the importance of HE institutions focusing on 
the professional development of staff as well as providing appropriate resourcing. Of particular 
interest was the use of online software to enable blind peer review. 

There are currently four models of peer review of assessment used in Australia: 1) the Quality 
Verification System (Go8, 2014); 2) the Academic Calibration Process (ACP) (IRU, 2012); 3) 
Achievement Matters (Watty et al., 2013); and 4) the Interuniversity Moderation of Coursework 
Project (Krause, Scott, Aubin, Alexander, et al., 2014). The QVS model was developed and run 
by the Group of Eight (Go8) universities to maintain and lead the improvement of Go8 
universities academic standards. The QVS model has 4 key features: 1) an experienced, non-
blinded peer is selected randomly from a panel by the secretariat; 2) there are between 1–5 
work samples in each grade band selected from two final year units; 3) grades of work samples 
are verified by peers using Go8 benchmarks; and 4) the home university receives feedback on 
unit content and assessment design and criteria, including a grade verification report (agree/too 
high/too low) and the peer reviewer makes overall judgement as to appropriate, some risk or 
immediate action required. The ACP involves 4 key features: 1) the home university is involved 
in the selection of experienced, non-blinded peers from the Innovative Research Universities 
(IRU) database; 2) 12 work samples (3 samples across 4 grade bands) are selected from 
capstone units in the final year; 3) the grades are verified by a peer; and 4) the home university 
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receives feedback on unit content and assessment design and criteria; there is a grade 
verification report and the peer reviewer makes an overall judgement of the unit/subject. 

The third model, the Achievement Matters Project (Watty et al., 2013), was developed to enable 
the benchmarking of learning outcomes against national thresholds for accounting graduates 
across multiple institutions. The process has 5 key features: 1) there is a calibration of a peer 
group to national threshold standards in accounting; 2) there is a random selection of 2 blinded 
external peers and 1 home peer; 3) there is provision of 5 de-identified items of student work 
randomly selected from across grade bands to peers; 4) peers calibrate assessment tasks and 
tasks are graded against discipline standards; and 5) the home university receives a report 
providing feedback and recommendations. A key feature of this model that is not included in 
other models is a calibration process that the reviewers undertake prior to providing the final 
peer review of the assessment material. Calibration occurs around the assessment task, the 
student work samples and then benchmarked against agreed threshold standards. Reviewers 
judge the assessment task and then assess the sample of student work and submit their 
judgements and rationale using an online Self and Peer Assessment Resource Kit (SPARK). 
After comparing with other peer reviewers online, the peer reviewers participate in a face-to-
face workshop focused on the judgement and justification of the reviews until consensus is 
reach. The last model of peer review of assessment is the Interuniversity Moderation Project 
(Krause, Scott, Aubin, Alexander, et al., 2014) which has 4 features: 1) two experienced, 
blinded peers selected from two partner universities; 2) de-identified unit material and 4 
randomly selected work samples from across grade band from final year unit; 3) peers grade 
work samples against external reference points using home university criteria; and 4) the home 
university receives graded work samples and feedback on unit content, assessment and design. 

An important consideration when assuring achievement standards is determining the quality of 
assessment that is being assessed, that is, the fitness of purpose of assessment, before 
examining how well the assessment was undertaken (that is, the fitness-for-purpose of 
assessment tasks) (Scott, 2015). This requires backward mapping by using a peer reviewed, 
validated set of program level outcomes which has been tested internally and externally through 
peer review against evidence from multiple reference points. Scott (2015) identifies the following 
‘six rights’ when assuring achievement standards: 1) the right outcomes; 2) the right mapping; 
3) the right assessment; 4) the right grading and rubrics; 5) the right marker calibration; and 6) 
the right learning design and resources. Scott (2014) also places emphasis on validating 
program level outcomes against a set of consensually agreed and weighted set of reference 
points to confirm the quality of graduate outcomes. Some examples of reference points include 
the Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF) (AQF, 2013); graduate attributes; professional 
accreditation standards and benchmarking against other program outcomes. The use of 
external reference points, however, does raise some important points for consideration: 1) there 
is a range of reference points that can be used; 2) not all reference points are of equal standing; 
3) the list of reference points should not be prescriptive or purport to be exhaustive; and 4) 
reference points should be carefully contextualised (NLOSF, 2013). With emphasis on the 
comparison of external reference points, this in turn places the onus on HE institutions to 
develop transparent and efficient mechanisms and resources for demonstrating student 
achievement of learning outcomes. Key areas for discussion on resources include: 1) it is a real 
burden to collect student assessment data as evidence in benchmarking; 2) good practice 
guides are essential; and 3) the resource implications cannot be ignored (NLOSF, 2013). 

The importance of university networks comes to the fore in the coordination and assurance of 
achievement standards. For example, the Discipline Scholars Network has been critical in 
setting disciplinary standards across disciplines in Australia [such as Architecture; Arts, Social 
Sciences and Humanities; Building and Construction; Business, Management and Economics; 
Creative and Performing Arts; Education; Engineering and ICT; Environment and Sustainability; 
Health; Law and Science]. Furthermore, findings from an Office for Learning and Teaching 
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(OLT) Network Grant (Booth, 2014) on peer review of assessment networks clearly 
demonstrated the need for a national network to support those HE institutions which are non-
aligned to university networks in using peer review of assessment to enhance and assure the 
quality of both the inputs and outputs of assessment. In seeking a national robust approach to 
internal and external peer review of assessment a number of tensions emerged during the 
project. The points of tension include: 

 Sector: collaboration vs competition; compliance vs quality enhancement/best practice; 

 HE institution: light touch, consistent process vs workload and scalability; resourcing vs 
significant budget cuts; 

 Discipline: Enhancement and value of disciplinary communities vs aligning discipline to 
institutional priorities; professional development vs costs implications; 

 Individual: recognition and support for course/program and/or discipline coordinator vs 
workload and performance management (Booth, Beckett, & Saunders, 2015) 

Most importantly, the cost implications in resourcing the peer review of assessment by HE 
institutions and disciplinary groups was clearly a matter of concern. The costs include 
consideration in paying honorariums; providing training to institutional coordinators and 
academics in peer review; and establishing efficient, online resources for peer review of 
assessment. 

This paper argues that the development of online resources cannot be sustainable unless it is 
linked to a professional community of practice. The PRAN project (Booth et al., 2015) 
recommended the establishment of a College of Peers process as a mechanism of support for a 
national network in peer review of assessment. The trial of an online peer review tool needs to 
be undertaken in alignment with a sustainable sector wide model, a College of Peers process. 
The College of Peers process is about supporting different disciplines and HE academic 
networks to establish peer review processes but also supporting them in a coordinated way 
through professional development opportunities in peer review for different purposes such as 
validation, accreditation, calibration and promotion (HEQC, 1997; Ramsden, 2009). 

Methodology 

To provide some background information to how this proof-of-concept project originated, the 
University of Tasmania (UTAS) was a participant in the Inter-University Moderation by 
Coursework Project (Krause, Scott, Aubin, Angelo, et al., 2014). One of lessons learnt in 
participating in this project was the importance of an online peer review tool to improve the 
efficiency of the peer review process as well as provide a secure place for the storage of data. 
UTAS went onto to develop an internal online peer review tool and database which was tested 
in 2013 by five universities (Charles Sturt University, Curtin University, University of Western 
Sydney, Griffith University and UTAS) as well as in 2014–2015 testing took place with 4 HE 
institutions (Kaplan, Swinburne University of Technology, Western Sydney University and 
UTAS). Feedback received on how to improve the online tool included: 1) providing automatic 
reports for HE institutions for reporting purposes; 2) ability to send out reminders to peer 
reviewers/reviewees to complete the reviews; 3) the ability for the institutional coordinator to 
have oversight of the progress of all institutional peer reviews; and 4) the ability to have training 
in the peer review of assessment. UTAS further developed a proof-of-concept plan with 
Dialogue, a local IT company, to scope a national online peer review tool which would enable 
different functional requirements. One of the key issues in scaling this up to the national level 
was the considerable cost implications. 

In 2014, Education Services Australia (ESA), commissioned a scoping paper (Krause, 2014), to 
identify options for connecting technology solutions with learning outcomes in HE. ESA, a not-
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for-profit company owned by all Australian Education ministers, with longstanding experience 
and expertise in the school sector in developing online resources undertook a commissioned 
scoping project to explore technology solutions that provide streamlined, sustainable and cost 
effective solutions to support core business operations and to enable them to address the 
quality assurance and standards imperatives inherent in the HE regulatory environment. 
Feedback was sought from the OLT, Emeritus Professor Geoff Scott on his national Senior 
Teaching Fellowship (OLT) and Dr Sara Booth, project leader of the PRAN project. 

In 2015, both UTAS and ESA have collaboratively engaged in bringing this proof-of-concept 
project together. Four principles underpin the scoping exercise for engaging with the HE sector. 
These principles are: 

1. Context-sensitive; 
2. Streamlined, efficient, cost-effective, sustainable; 
3. Fit for purpose; 
4. Engaged (Krause, 2014). 

The first principle addresses the need to be aware of a HE context characterised by heightened 
competition and deregulation of university places. HE institutions are looking for technological 
solutions that enable them to be both agile and flexible so as to maximise their competitive 
edge, whilst demonstrating compliance with regulatory frameworks such as the proposed, 
revised Higher Education Standards Framework. The second principle is about ensuring that 
technology-based tools, resources and systems provide for streamlined, cost-effective, efficient 
and sustainable solutions. The third principle recognises the range of HE providers across the 
HE sector that is fit for purpose. Higher education providers include universities, non-university 
self-accrediting providers and non-self-accrediting providers. All of these HE institutions are 
subject to quality and accountability requirements. The last principle is about recognising the 
importance of engaging with the HE sector as part of the consultation process. Stakeholder 
groups that would find value in using the online peer review tool include universities, private 
providers and Deans Councils. The case put forward by ESA is an online tool that can be used 
by two or more HE providers to engage in external referencing and benchmarking of academic 
standards and assessment outcomes. 

The methodology used for this project involves 7 phases of development: 

 Phase 1: Development of a proof-of-concept online peer review tool and clearinghouse of 
good practice in assessment. The online peer review tool product development was 
undertaken from March–November, 2015 by technical support staff at ESA. Key 
deliverables include Windows environment set up; reviewer/reviewee survey types; survey 
rendering; user stories, test scripts; introductory texts; user manual; interface design; and 
continuous product development; 

 Phase 2: Pilot project to test the proof-of-concept online peer review tool with stakeholder 
groups and collect feedback on how to improve these resources (February–May, 2016);  

 Phase 3: Dissemination of findings from the proof-of-concept project with key stakeholders 
in the HE community; 

 Phase 4: UTAS to lead the coordination of support for the College of Peers process, not 
unlike Bristol University with the Economics Network by providing an expansion of PRAN 
website, emails and communications, web resources and forums; 

 Phase 5: UTAS and ESA to set up an organisational support structure, business plan and 
registration process for future subscribing institutions and Deans Councils to use the peer 
review tool; 
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 Phase 6: Develop online resources in peer review [assessment and teaching], including 
international journal in peer review and a training package on how to give peer review 
[working with HERDSA, OLT Fellows, CADAD and ACODE]; and 

 Phase 7: Liaise with Higher Education Services, a not-for-profit organisation to set up 
forums and workshops for professional development in peer review. Liaise with national 
and international HE organisations such as the QAA, AQA, Ako Aotearoa, TEQSA, and 
Universities Australia to set up national and international linkages in peer review.  

Discussion 

Phase 1: Development of a proof-of-concept peer review tool 

Phase 1 was critical in developing a proof-of-concept peer review tool. ESA built on previous 
experience in modular driven design and development, leveraging communication and 
messaging protocols developed for teaching and learning. Particularly important was the 
development of the online peer review tool including the benchmarking tool, networks, and 
database of good practice. The website will include a presentation on how to give consistent 
feedback on the peer review of assessment [which will be completed in Phase 6]. Phase 1 was 
informed from feedback gathered after the testing of the UTAS online tool which found that 
academics wanted training in how to provide consistent feedback in peer review of assessment, 
not unlike the research process. 

 

Figure 1. Home Page 

The next key feature of the online peer review tool outlines the management of the peer review 
process which is aligned to the role of institutional coordinator [or peer review manager]. One of 
the challenges in organising the peer review of assessment across HE institutions is the 
enormous amount of data [such as unit outlines, student work samples, assessment rubrics and 
feedback] to coordinate and collate across individual HE institutions as well as across other HE 
institutions. Feedback from the testing of the UTAS online peer review tool [which was a manual 
process] as well feedback sought in the initial development of the ESA online peer review tool 
asked that the coordination process be automated with timely reminders sent out via the tool. 
The coordination process has 5 key phases: 1) initialisation of the review application; 2) 
selection of reviewers; 3) ongoing reviews; 4) submission of academic feedback by the 
reviewers and; 5) review application completion. 
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Figure 2. Peer Review Management Process 

Depending on the number of reviews undertaken, the online peer review tool has the capacity to 
provide a snapshot on the status of all reviews to ensure that the institutional coordination is 
undertaken in a timely, coordinated way [see Figure 3 below]. 

 

Figure 3. Status of Peer Reviews 

The online peer review tool also has the capacity for academics to search good practice in 
assessment by field of education, discipline and assessment. See Figure 4 and 5 for a snapshot 
of the database searchable at the field of education level and the unit level. The online peer 
review tool is a recognised gap in the HE sector in the sharing and comparing assessment. 
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Figure 4. Snapshot of Website 

 

Figure 5. Snapshot of Individual Peer Review Application 

Phase 2: Pilot project to test the proof-of-concept online peer review tool 

Phase 2 has involved the coordination of different HE providers to test on the online peer review 
tool and clearinghouse of good practice in assessment. These HE providers were invited to 
participate through the Peer Review of Assessment Network (Booth et al., 2015). This pilot 
project involved the development of a staged process for testing to gather feedback from a 
range of stakeholders. Table 1 provides an overview of the HE institutions involved in the pilot 
project. 
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Table 1. Stakeholder Groups involved in testing 

Stakeholder Groups involved in testing Disciplines 

Group 1: RMIT University, Queensland University of Technology, Curtin University, 

University of Wollongong 

Fashion Design 

Engineering 

Group 2: Edith Cowan University, University of New England, Central Queensland 

University, Western Sydney University, Swinburne University of Technology 

Range of disciplines 

Group 3: Council of Deans in Nursing and Midwifery (CDNM): Southern Cross 

University, The University of Newcastle, Edith Cowan University, Griffith University, 

RMIT University, University of Tasmania, Federation University Australia, University 

of South Australia, The University of Notre Dame Australia and Monash University 

Research unit in nursing 

Group 4: Australasian Council of Deans of Information and Computing Technology 

(ADICT): under discussion 

Groups of sub-disciplines 

in ICT 

Group 5: Council of Deans of Engineering: under discussion Engineering 

Group 6: AAIPE and Top Education: under discussion Under discussion 

Group 7: Eastern College of Australia, Tabor Adelaide, Harvest Bible College, 

Avondale 

Theology, education 

Group 8: Avondale and Charles Sturt University Education 

 

The 8 groups will be piloted from February–May, 2016. Work is currently underway with each of 
the stakeholder groups to identify the model of peer review that they will be undertaking; the 
timing for testing; the number of units and unit codes to be tested and the names of the peer 
reviewers/reviewees. ESA will be working with each of these stakeholder groups as well as 
providing guidelines on how to use the online peer review tool. Phases 3–7 will be undertaken 
over the next six months of the project to improve the capacity and functionality of the online 
peer review tool as well as provide support through a College of Peers process. 

Conclusion 

This paper has provided an up-to-date progress on a national project to develop an online peer 
review tool. Initial feedback from key stakeholders has provided invaluable feedback on how to 
improve the online peer review tool. Interestingly, the key principles in testing the online ESA 
tool [that is, being context-sensitive; streamlined, efficient, cost-effective, sustainable; fit for 
purpose; and engaged] (Krause, 2014) have been critical elements in the design and 
development of the online peer review tool. This paper argues that is it is critical for the HE to 
establish a community of practice in the development of an online peer review tool that is 
sustainable and useful for the HE sector, to ultimately improve the student learning experience. 
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Abstract 

In recent years, survey researchers have been faced with declining response rates. To 
combat the decline, researchers have implemented a variety of response maximisation 
techniques, including advance letters, respondent incentives, multiple follow-ups, and 
experimentation with alternate modes of response—all of which incur costs in terms of 
both time and resources. Assuming these strategies are successful, does adding a few 
percentage points to the response rate justify the additional time and money spent in 
doing so? If late respondents differ significantly from early respondents, then the answer 
is likely yes. Because late respondents tend to be similar to non-respondents, late cases 
may be important to reduce non-sampling bias. Using data from the online Australian 
Graduate Survey, this study examines whether early and late respondents differ 
significantly in their characteristics and outcomes. The results of this study will have 
important implications for institutional research, especially given the current trend away 
from high response rate requirements in student and graduate surveys. 

Keywords: nonresponse bias, response rates, survey research. 

Introduction 

A general decline in survey participation rates has been observed around the developed world 
since the early 1990s (de Leeuw & de Heer, 2002), a trend from which the Australian higher 
education sector has not been immune. Response rates to the national Graduate Destination 
Survey (GDS), for example, declined from 65.0 per cent in 1993 to 54.6 per cent in 2013—the 
lowest rate in more than twenty years (GCA, 2014). To combat this general decline in 
participation in student and graduate surveys, institutions have implemented a variety of 
response maximisation techniques, including advance letters, respondent incentives, multiple 
follow-ups, and experimentation with alternative modes of response—all of which incur costs in 
terms of both time and resources. 

Assuming that these response maximisation strategies are successful, does adding a few 
percentage points to the response rate justify the additional time and money spent in doing so? 
If late responders differ significantly in their characteristics from early responders, referred to as 
interim distributional bias (see Hawkins, 1975), then the answer is likely yes, as their omission 
could potentially lead to biased estimates of the indicators of interest. If, for example, late 
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responders are substantially more likely to be employed than early responders, then failing to 
include them in the sample by allowing them to become non-responders may result in an 
upward biased estimate of the unemployment rate, even if a sufficient number of responses has 
been collected to meet precision targets. Similarly, since research has demonstrated that late 
responders tend to be similar to non-responders (Armstrong & Overton, 1977; Krushat & 
Molnar, 1993), late responses may also be important to reduce non-sampling bias in the survey 
estimates. 

Who are these potential non-responders? What effect does excluding these potential non-
responding cases have on the estimates? Previous, mainly American, studies that investigate 
late responses have found some demographic differences between early and late respondents 
(Bates & Creighton, 2000; Chiu, Riddick & Hardy, 2001; Friedman, Clusen & Hartzell, 2003; 
Kruse, DiSogra, Hendarwan & Dennis, 2010; Voight, Koepsell & Daling, 1999); however the 
nature and extent of these differences tend to vary across surveys. This is presumably due, at 
least in part, to the lack of a common definition of what constitutes a “late” response. Some 
studies define a late response as one received after some official cut-off point (Chiu et al., 2001; 
Friedman et al., 2003); while others classify responses as early or late based on the judgement 
of the researcher, taking into consideration such factors as the survey design (Kruse et al., 
2010) and/or patterns in the distribution of responses (Bates & Creighton, 2000). Across the 
studies reviewed, late cases constituted anywhere from 3 per cent (Chiu et al., 2001) to 27 per 
cent (Kruse et al., 2010) of responses. In addition to finding demographic differences between 
early and late responder groups, some of these studies suggest the potential for small yet 
significant differences in some estimates as a result of excluding late responders from the 
sample (Bates & Creighton, 2000; Curtin, Presser & Singer, 2000), though others find few 
substantive differences (Chiu et al., 2001). From these inconsistent methods and findings, it is 
difficult to draw strong conclusions about whether the absence of late responses could 
contribute to non-sampling bias, particularly in the context of Australian higher education 
surveys. Addressing this question is the goal of the present study. 

In this study, we use response data from the 2013 GDS for one institution to examine 
differences between early and late responders with respect to their demographic and enrolment 
characteristics. We also evaluate the effect of excluding late responders on the estimated full-
time employment rate, an important—albeit controversial—indicator of institutional performance. 

The rest of this paper is organised as follows. Section 1 provides an overview of the data used 
in this study and presents our working definition of a late responder. Results of our analysis are 
presented and discussed in Section 2. Conclusions, limitations and recommendations for further 
research are presented in Section 3. 

1. Data 

The Graduate Destination Survey is a representative national survey of Australian higher 
education graduates, administered by Graduate Careers Australia (GCA) since 1972. The 
survey fieldwork commences roughly four months after course completion, with all new 
graduates from participating higher education institutions invited to respond. Each annual round 
consists of two separate collections to account for most Australian universities having two main 
graduation rounds each year. Students who complete their studies mid-year are surveyed as at 
31 October, while the majority of students who complete their studies at the end of the year are 
surveyed as at 30 April the following year. The survey is conducted using a standardised-
decentralised model, in which participating institutions are required to follow a standard 
recommended methodology but generally undertake their own data collection fieldwork. Data 
collection is by means of online and paper surveys, and telephone interviews. The specific mix 
of data collection methods to be used is at the discretion of each participating institution. 
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Respondents to the GDS are asked a range of questions relating to their activities on a given 
reference date, with an emphasis on their labour market outcomes. 

A major issue with using GDS data as the basis of a study on late responders is that metadata 
on the survey response date is not generally included in the data file and, in the case of some 
data collection methods (e.g. paper surveys), may not be recorded at all. To address this, we 
extracted metadata on survey response dates for one institution from the oAGS online data 
collection tool and matched these with records from the 2013 GDS collection on the basis of a 
unique identifier—the institution in question will remain unnamed throughout this paper for 
reasons of confidentiality. While we acknowledge that restricting our analysis to a single 
institution may adversely affect the generalisability of our results, we have several good reasons 
for doing so. First, the institution in question used mainly online data collection methods for the 
2013 GDS, which means that we have response dates for the vast majority of respondents. 
Second, because institutions enjoy considerable leeway on the specifics of their data collection 
strategies, such as the timing of reminders and the application of incentives, restricting our 
analysis to one institution greatly simplifies the process of classifying responses as early or late. 
Finally, doing so reduces institutional sources of bias when estimating employment rates, such 
as differences in instructional quality. 

Our cohort of interest is Australian resident bachelor degree graduates who responded to the 
April round of the 2013 GDS. From the initial sample of 4,641 graduates, we excluded 70 
graduates who responded to the October round (we felt it better to exclude this small group than 
attempt to integrate them into the April round responses), 1,240 overseas residents, 1,237 
graduates who completed a qualification other than a bachelor degree, 5 with missing GDS 
responses and a further 192 for whom response date metadata were not available. Our analysis 
sample consists of 1,897 graduates. 

Full-time employment is captured as a binary variable, where 1 indicates that the graduate is 
employed full time and 0 that the graduate is working part time or not at all. In our study, full-
time employment rates are calculated on the basis of all graduates in the analysis sample, not 
only those available for full-time employment as is typically the case in relation to the GDS. Our 
indicator has the advantage of being available for all sample members, and is a suitable 
measure of full-time employment for our purposes. 

The distribution of responses over the fieldwork period is presented in Figure 1. The grey 
columns indicate the percentage of total responses by data collection week and the line 
indicates the cumulative percentage of total responses. The data collection fieldwork ran from 
30 April to 29 August, 2013—a little over 17 weeks. Seventeen per cent of all responses were 
obtained in the first week, with 44 per cent of all responses obtained by the end of Week 6. The 
effects of response maximisation activities around Weeks 7 and 13 can be seen clearly. The 
rate of response tapers off relatively quickly after the second reminder in Week 13. 
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Figure 1. Distribution of GDS responses over the fieldwork period 

Based on the response distribution presented in Figure 1, we decided to classify responses 
obtained after Week 12 as late, since these responders required an additional reminder. Using 
this criterion, late responses constituted 18.2 per cent of all responses in the analysis sample.  

2. Results 

2.1 Characteristics of late responders 

We begin our analysis by comparing the demographic and enrolment characteristics of early 
and late responders (see Table 1). Two-sample z-tests are used to determine whether there are 
any statistically significant differences in the proportions across the two groups. Interestingly, 
early and late responders tend to be observationally similar, with perhaps the most noteworthy 
demographic difference being that a relatively higher proportion of late responders are aged 
under 25. This is consistent with numerous earlier studies (Bates & Creighton, 2000; Friedman 
et al., 2003; Voight et al., 1999); however this difference was not statistically significant in our 
data. There was also no significant difference between males and females—a finding also 
reported by Kruse et al. (2010); nor between those who took single and double/combined 
degrees. A slightly larger proportion of late responders speak English as their main language at 
home; however, again, this difference was not statistically significant in our data. 
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Table 1. Comparison of the characteristics of early and late survey responders 

      z-test 

  Early Late Diff. p-value 

Age group 

Under 25 67.9 71.4 -3.5 
0.206 

25 and over 32.1 28.6 3.5 

Sex 
    

Male 48.5 47.7 0.8 
0.789 

Female 51.5 52.3 -0.8 

Main language spoken at home 

English 76.4 78.3 -1.9 
0.444 

Other 23.6 21.7 1.9 

Broad field of education 

Natural and physical sciences 10.7 8.7 2.0 0.261 

Information technology 6.6 4.3 2.2 0.117 

Engineering and related technologies 17.3 19.7 -2.4 0.296 

Architecture and building 8.3 5.2 3.1 0.054 

Agriculture, environmental and related studies 1.4 0.3 1.1 0.083 

Health 9.4 11.8 -2.4 0.169 

Education 4.8 5.2 -0.4 0.775 

Management and commerce 16.8 16.5 0.3 0.896 

Society and culture 12.8 11.8 1.0 0.620 

Creative arts 11.9 16.5 -4.5 0.022 

Undertaken combined/double degree 

Yes 5.5 4.6 0.9 
0.521 

No 94.5 95.4 -0.9 

Observations (n) 1,551 346     

Notes. Diff. = difference in percentage points. 

Regarding broad field of education, graduates from the fields of engineering and related 
technologies, health and creative arts were notably overrepresented amongst late responders; 
however this was significant only in relation to creative arts (p < .05)—the only statistically 
significant difference (at the five per cent level) in the table. 

2.2 Estimates of full-time employment with and without late responses 

Assuming that the late responders in our study could have become non-responders had 
additional efforts not been made, how much will their non-inclusion affect the estimates? We 
begin this stage of the analysis by plotting the cumulative full-time employment rate estimated 
from the survey data over the 18-week fieldwork period (see Figure 2). This shows an 
interesting result—the full-time employment rate is lower at the beginning of the fieldwork 
period. This result implies that full-time employed graduates are more likely to respond late—or, 
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at the very least, are less likely to respond early. This result mirrors the findings of Bates and 
Creighton (2000), who reported that estimated unemployment rates were slightly higher once 
late responders had been excluded. A plausible explanation for this finding could be that full-
time employed graduates have less free time than graduates who are working part time or not at 
all and therefore may be less likely to respond to a survey from their alma mater, at least without 
additional encouragement. 

 

Figure 2. Cumulative full-time employment rate over the fieldwork period. The error bars 
represent the 95 per cent confidence interval. 

It can also be seen in Figure 2 that the estimated full-time employment rate regresses towards 
the mean as additional weeks of data are accumulated, such that the cumulative estimate is 
within one percentage point of the final estimate at the institution level by Week 12 of the 
fieldwork period. Moreover, statistical precision increases with the square root of the sample 
size, as shown by the narrowing confidence intervals around the estimates as fieldwork 
progresses. 

Having established the probable existence of a link between response timing and full-time 
employment, we now estimate full-time employment rates from our sample with and without the 
responses we defined as being late. From Table 2 we see that the difference between full-time 
employment rates was small at the institution level (less than one percentage point)—consistent 
with the picture presented in Figure 2; however it is important to note that graduate employment 
rates are typically reported to one-tenth of one per cent; consequently seemingly minor 
differences in point estimates may still have a substantial impact on institutional policymaking 
and student choice. This finding is in line with earlier studies that reported minor differences 
when survey estimates were re-run to exclude late responders (Bates & Creighton, 2000; Curtin 
et al., 2000). 
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Table 2. Estimates of the full-time employment rate with and without late responses 

  Early responses Total responses 

  % SE n % SE n 

Natural and physical sci. 21.7 3.2 166 21.9 3.0 196 

Information technology 52.0 4.9 102 53.0 4.6 117 

Engineering and rel. tech. 53.7 3.0 268 55.1 2.7 336 

Architecture and building 35.9 4.2 128 37.7 4.0 146 

Agriculture, env. and rel. 18.2 8.2 22 17.4 7.9 23 

Health 41.8 4.1 146 41.2 3.6 187 

Education 54.7 5.7 75 57.0 5.1 93 

Management and com. 61.2 3.0 260 60.6 2.7 317 

Society and culture 30.7 3.3 199 33.8 3.1 240 

Creative arts 23.8 3.1 185 24.4 2.8 242 

Total 41.8 1.3 1,551 42.8 1.1 1,897 

Notes. SE = standard error; n = number of observations. 

When examined at the broad field of education level (Table 2), some larger differences are 
apparent. The full-time employment rate for the society and culture, and education fields 
increased by 3.1 and 2.3 percentage points, respectively, with smaller increases observed in 
relation to five other fields. Excluding late responders resulted in the full-time employment rate 
falling in relation to three fields; however none of these differences were larger than one 
percentage point. As anticipated, excluding late responders reduced the precision of the survey 
estimates across all fields, but only marginally. Cohen, Machlin and Branscome (2000) reached 
a similar finding. 

3. Conclusions 

Using response data from the 2013 GDS for one institution, we examined differences between 
early and late responders with respect to their personal characteristics, and evaluated the effect 
of excluding late responders on estimated full-time employment rates, to address the general 
research question of interest— does adding a few percentage points to the response rate by 
pursuing non-responders justify the additional time and money spent in doing so? 

Observationally, late responders appear fairly similar to early responders, at least based on 
characteristics available in the GDS data; however analysis of employment outcomes suggests 
that late responders are generally more likely to be employed full time than early responders 
(though not across all fields of education). This result may simply be because full-time employed 
graduates will generally have less free time and more distractions than those who are not 
working full time. 

When full-time employment rates are estimated without late responders, the difference is 
modest at the institution level, but notably larger in relation to several broad fields of education. 
Excluding late responders reduced the precision of the survey estimates across all fields, but 
only marginally. 
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These results suggest (subject to study limitations) that late GDS responses are sufficiently 
different from early responses so as to influence critical estimates at both the institution and 
sub-institution level. Although the current (at time of writing) 2015 GDS will also be the last in 
this long line, these results are likely applicable to other student and graduate surveys, and are 
especially relevant given the current trend in the sector away from high response rate 
requirements. 

One important limit to the generalisability of these findings must be borne in mind—this study 
was based on the GDS responses from the graduates of one large, selective, metropolitan 
university with a predominantly “traditional” on-campus student population. It would be 
interesting to see if these results hold more broadly, specifically in relation to institutions with 
substantial “non-traditional” and off-campus student populations. This is left as a 
recommendation for further research. Future studies should also investigate indicators other 
than full-time employment—starting salaries, further full-time study and satisfaction with the 
course experience are a few suggestions. 
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Abstract 

Organisation relevance is increasingly dependent on the ability to operate in a changing 
and competitive environment. To progress in this environment, project management 
becomes a critical factor to success. 

Reference materials and guidelines primarily dictate project management processes and 
activities, however little is known about the impact of human involvement on the 
outcome of the project. What is the impact of social experience and personal 
perspectives which stakeholders impart on projects? 

Such influences could result in the inadequate transfer of knowledge and misplaced 
discovery of information, particularly during the initial phases of working party 
deliberation and requirements gathering. 

An initial investigation suggests a shared view of the collective environment could 
influence the realisation of a project, and contribution of distributed knowledge. This 
common understanding leads to a greater capacity for effective project management 
and the accomplishment of deliverables. As the research presented is focused on 
strategic higher education (HE) environments, the outcomes are increased quality of 
information for strategic decisions. 

Introduction 

Organisation relevance is increasingly dependent on the ability to operate in a changing and 
competitive environment. To progress in this environment, project management becomes a 
critical factor to success. 
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Reference materials and guidelines primarily dictate project management processes and 
activities, however little is known about the impact of human involvement on the outcome of the 
project. What is the impact of social experience and personal perspectives which 
stakeholders impart on projects? 

Such influences could result in the inadequate transfer of knowledge and misplaced discovery 
of information, particularly during the initial phases of working party deliberation and 
requirements gathering. 

An initial investigation suggests a shared view of the collective environment could influence the 
realisation of a project, and contribution of distributed knowledge. This common understanding 
leads to a greater capacity for effective project management and the accomplishment of 
deliverables. As the research presented is focused on strategic higher education (HE) 
environments, the outcomes are increased quality of information for strategic decisions. 

Theoretical Significance & Literature Review 

Stakeholders are generally accepted as being any individual or group who are directly or 
indirectly impacted by a project – either external or internal to the work process (Sutterfield, 
Friday-Stroud & Shivers-Blackwell, 2006). Historical social experiences and the collaboration of 
stakeholder knowledge can significantly impact on the outcomes and timelines in complex 
projects within strategic information environments. These influences can be felt either positively 
or negatively by an organisation and the project management teams (Sutterfield et al., 2006).  

Hodgson and Cicmil (2006) advise the development of project management has evolved to 
incorporate overseeing the whole system of interrelated roles and tasks and interconnectedness 
among stakeholders as a broad field of study. Uncertainty associated with stakeholders defined 
as – a representative of a person, group or organisation with a vested interest in the project 
(Pinto, 1998) – can be the extent to which each party’s objectives are aligned with the project’s 
strategic goals, and the possibility of one party’s motivation to undertake activities which are not 
in the best interest of the project owner (Atkinson, Crawford & Ward, 2006). In other words, any 
of the stakeholders are likely to try to manage uncertainty primarily for their own benefit, 
perhaps to the disadvantage of the other party (Atkinson et al., 2006). 

These motivations to self-actualise stakeholder aims are discussed by Chris Gosden (2008), 
whereby the physiognomies of individuals are determined by the characteristics of each party in 
particular cultural contexts, and the manners in which they relate through social connections. An 
open dialogue benefits the project by distributing essential information and enabling 
transparency which satisfies the key players, and stakeholders with a high level of interest, as 
well as identifying political roadblocks, developing strategies to achieve objectives, and find 
paths to collective agreements (Weible, 2007). 

Managing stakeholder expectations and establishing relationships in an environment most 
conducive to effective cross-functional communication and collaboration will enable early risk 
detection, such as suspicions and agendas, and assist in effectively managing risk in complex 
projects (Thamhain, 2013). These risks transpire through changing project requirements; 
shifting stakeholder expectations; and communication issues arising from inadequate 
preparation or the lack of effective initial discussion between stakeholders in the project team. 
While this list is not comprehensive, these along with other risks, lead to the detriment of the 
project outcomes and timelines because they directly interfere with successful project 
outcomes. 
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However, on saying this, if the project management team attempts to over-control the situation, 
the patterns required to establish progress will not be allowed to freely emerge freely. Projects 
with high social complexity – incorporating stakeholders with different rationales, assumptions 
and objectives (Kahane, 2004) – cannot just include authorities from on high; the people 
involved must participate in creating and implementing solutions. Stakeholder buy-in and levels 
of understanding contribute to the quality of decision-making, capacity for management, and 
continuation of achieving the project’s objectives, along with the overall quality of the project’s 
deliverables. Emergent relationships should be evaluated as a consequence of activities and 
probing, to determine what patterns are possible (Vasilescu, 2011). 

Research into relationship development between project stakeholders and external interest 
groups, advises an advocacy coalition framework that can assist with the understanding of 
stakeholder influence (Sabatier, 1988; Holtzer’s, 2007; Weible, 2007). This theory essentially 
sees the project’s outcomes develop as part of political negotiations within the organisation, 
which are, in turn, reflections of the external participant interests. The advantage of this theory is 
the transposition of the project management team to a location of a more predictable and 
reliable state, and the diminution of the risk of conflict. This reduction in risk could lessen the 
associated impact on the successful conclusion of the project in a timely manner. 

While the conflicting agendas of various stakeholders may exemplify the complexity of the 
project, the collaboration of groups within the venture may advantageously draw attention to 
distributed knowledge which can be utilised by the management team. Stakeholder involvement 
and knowledge transfer success in the initial phases of project introduction is determined by the 
level of social contribution and negotiated conversations, which are influenced by the 
perceptions of stakeholders of the project problem, and the resulting interpretation of the value 
of their contributed knowledge (Davis, MacDonald & White, 2010). 

Ideally, at the initial development of the project there would be a systematic transfer of 
knowledge gained from previous experiences, and projects, to the current task at hand. 
However, rarely is time and are resources allocated to this establishment of a new project, and 
knowledge instead remains tacit and is transferred as experience (Davis, MacDonald & White, 
2010). Knowledge therefore disappears with the people who have it. This oversight can lead to 
a knowledge gap with regards to the understanding of potential uncertainties inherent in 
projects, and possible barriers to stakeholder involvement. 

Information systems are increasingly being used for the capture and support of knowledge, not 
just the processing of data and information, and to move to encapsulating embedded meaning 
in terms of social experiences and information models (Zhang, 2005; Sedlak, 2006). This 
contextual shift in research literature highlights the increasing focus on social ontologies as a 
valid area of concern. Jurisica et al. (2004), for example, advise technological support for 
dealing with contextual interpretation of perspectives and meanings, partial evolution of 
knowledge and inherent restrictions to the ‘validation’1 of human knowledge. In other words, the 
message is arbitrary without human interpretation, and the interpretation of the message is 
decoded through the eyes of social ontological experience. 

                                                

 

1
 Refers to Klein and Myers (1999) who see valid knowledge as interpretative and socially constructed 

meanings shared by observers. 
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Jurisica et al. (2004) focused on the ontologies which are common in technological systems and 
knowledge management. They have determined information systems are increasingly being 
used for the capture and support of knowledge, not just the processing of data and information, 
and to move to encapsulating embedded meaning in terms of ontologies within information 
models. Jurisica et al. classified their current work into four ontological categories – static, 
dynamic, intentional and social – and then discussed observed ontologies in medical 
environments. Particularly interesting to note is the point that technological support for dealing 
with contextual interpretation of perspectives and meanings, knowledge evolution etc. can only 
be partial “due to the inherent limits to the formalization of human knowledge” (Jurisica et al., 
2004, p.11). This is particularly relevant to the study proposed, as the knowledge and 
experiences presented by the stakeholders needs to be sufficiently detailed to capture and 
interpret more formally the influence it has on project management practice. 

In contradiction to this Debruyne and Meersman (2011) argue that ontology construction should 
be viewed as a complex social activity involving formalised semantic agreements about various 
social processes. They argue that these social ontologies can be translated into clear models of 
behaviour thereby exposing the influence of stakeholders into a clear ontological framework. 
This involves the community of stakeholders working toward capturing the superficies of social 
ontological experiences external to the information systems into understandable, linguistic and 
literal interpretations, enabling a shared understanding of social-technical realities. Developing a 
shared view of the project’s social environment is likely to have an influential effect on the 
feasibility of the project, and ongoing contribution of distributed knowledge, which is discussed 
further in the significance of this research. 

The framework presented, titled “DOGMA,” introduced business semantics as a formalised 
methodology for ontology development (Debruyne & Meersman 2011). This was further 
supported by the investigation and implementation of an organisational glossary which would be 
used by the community as a tool to consolidate concepts in a shared natural language. This is 
particularly useful, as mentioned above, for the integration of information systems, however for 
the current research topic the social ontological experiences – historical exposure – is less likely 
to be captured. One insight gained from this article, is the use of language in project 
communications and how this could potentially be captured to highlight the influence of prior 
experience on present state project development. The use of language and influence 
interpretation is highlighted below in the methodological approach of the proposal. 

Ku, Wensley & Kao (2008) examine a reference framework for knowledge sharing and 
development in a joint venture project – specifically where members of projects are from within 
extended enterprises and knowledge management sharing of different systems incorporates 
implicit and explicit technological details. Their exploration sought to propose a solution to 
intellectual property leakage and lead to enhanced communication. 

In this paper results were correlated with a literature review, summarising perspectives by using 
the ontology-based approach, once again, similarly to Jurisica et al. facilitating knowledge 
resources with semantics-driven methods. This was applied with an example of a foundry 
industry and application to the logistic management process. The authors believed the high 
technological issues experienced in a foundry environment increased the challenge of the 
research, as they inhibited the social processes because of the overarching technologically 
determinist social environment. While it may be a limitation of their study, it is believed that the 
proposed research will overcome the overt technological focus by extrapolating the processes 
of project negotiations, a social process, rather than the technologically focused development 
environment that Ku, Wensley & Kao (2008) focused on. 
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Mikroyannidis & Thodoulidis (2010), apply the framework “Heraclitus II” in the context of 
information management and business intelligence systems as “semantically rich knowledge 
bases” in a case study of the life sciences industry. Once again, natural language and semantic 
interpretation are identified as a base for unstructured content within the ontologies. Dissimilarly 
to the other articles, Mikroyannidis & Thodoulidis (2010) do not differentiate between ontologies 
they have identified in the Business Intelligence sphere, and instead show them as a pyramid of 
project experience. The authors note that the reasoning behind this is where case studies 
employ stakeholders with diverse backgrounds it is difficult to establish an agreed version (i.e. 
social experiences in a particular context) that is recognised by all participants. Thus “each party 
involved, based on their expertise and requirements, have a different conceptualisation of the 
problem in question” (Mikroyannidis & Thodoulidis, 2010, p. 563). 

Sarantis, Demetrios, and Askounis, (2009), introduce the inadequacies of project managers 
(and generally project management) in regarding past experiences of stakeholders and the 
conflicts which can arise from this lack of sufficient attention to the socialities of projects. 
Advantages of the standardisation are presented as improved collaboration, success rates and 
the reuse of obtainable knowledge, rather than the recreation of existing work. Ontologies are 
defined and the e-Government Transformation Project Management (eGTPM) Ontology was 
introduced as the comprehensive conceptual base from which the specific challenges of e-
Government projects could be introduced (Sarantis et.al., 2009). Research was based on expert 
consultation and the study of relevant literature. A particular strength of this research paper was 
the attempt to retain as much abstractivity in the framework, while guiding the use of the 
reference model in an extensive ontological application in e-government initiatives. This enables 
users to apply the mechanisms of the ontological framework in a way that assists with further 
understanding social processes. The proposed study seeks to contextualise results in the 
Higher Education Information Environments (HEIEs), while remaining open to understanding 
the current states and implications which, drawn from social ontologies, that can contribute to 
any manner of project failure. 

Sewchurran, Smith and Roode (2010), presented the establishment of an ontological 
framework, to be used to understand and develop the practice of Information Systems project 
management. Concerns around correlation between practices of project management and 
personal experiences were raised and explored as the behaviours of team members was 
analysed from an observational position. This could be useful as an example of how to conduct 
observational studies in the research proposed. It is believed through a participative 
observational form of research, where the researcher is actively engaged in the social 
processes, insights into the influence of social ontologies will emerge. For this reason, the 
researcher has chosen to adopt a formal participative action research process as detailed 
below. 

Sewchurran et al, (2010) determined that evolving relationships and interpersonal language are 
instrumental in Information Systems project management. This was verified with the application 
of the regional ontology enabling the provision of fundamental explanations for limitations. While 
this article contains an interesting theory the article appears to be an initial piece developed as 
a conceptual, reflective and personal experience. For example: “The researcher feels this 
regional ontology explains the diverse views participant in the research literature as well as his 
own concerns about his experience as a professional” (Sewchurran et al., 2010, p. 688). 

Understanding the emergent socialities, could lead to a possible outcome of application of 
communication tools to improve stakeholder interaction, along with a framework to moderate the 
state of flux at the beginning of a project. This state of flux is experienced as stakeholders 
involved in the development process of the project can have different conceptualisations of the 
problem at hand, based on their prior experiences. Conflicts in understanding can lead to 
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changes in project requirements, shifting stakeholder expectation and the lack of effective 
discussion, to the detriment of project outcomes and timelines. Importantly, poorly defined 
project outcomes reduce the value of outcomes from the beginning of the project. Reducing 
and/or managing this state flux more effectively will return that value to the project. 

Stakeholder involvement, knowledge transfer success and formal definition of shared realities in 
the stakeholder community would assist with the realisation of a project’s strategic goals, 
particularly with regards to the reduction in risk lessening the associated impact on the 
successful conclusion of the project in a timely manner. This leads to the question: 

What are the influences of social ontological experiences on collaborative decision making in 

higher education information environments? 

Aim of the Research 

This study could provide new insights into the impact of historical social influences and the 
personal perspectives stakeholders impart on projects; potentially unknowingly constraining 
goals or over relying on heuristics which may not provide optimal outcomes. These outcomes 
include inadequate transfer of relevant knowledge and misplaced discovery of information, 
which impacts effective collaborative decision-making. These problems are known to impact of 
the outcomes of successful project as identified in the literature review. 

A secondary aim of this research is to investigate the influences of stakeholder social 
ontological experiences on collaborative decision-making in higher education information 
environments, and to explain the constraint or legitimacy exercised by these influences. The 
purpose of this is to understand these processes to determine their influence on project 
success. In particular, the researcher is interested in exploring how these social ontologies 
influence successful project completion. Current research does not presently identify how these 
ontologies influence project outcomes as discussed in the literature review. 

This purpose addresses the opportunity to identify the structural relationships determined by the 
cultural reality and unintentional social ontology within stakeholder groups. Further from this, 
their influence on outcomes and timelines in complex projects within strategic HE information 
environments. It is believed this study will contribute to a better understanding as to why 
projects fail, understand the influences created through social experiences, and redress the 
overt technological focus discovered in the literature review. 

Discussion 

A fundamental reason for the course of the proposed research was highlighted during the 
previously submitted literature searches. While disclosing a number of project management and 
stakeholder management issues, the articles reviewed emphasised a lack of research 
addressing the process of managing emergent socialities, and exposed the opportunity for the 
development of a framework to moderate the state of flux at the beginning of a project. Previous 
studies indicated that there is a need to study these socialites to understand their influence 
better. This project directly addresses this problem. 

Potentially without further exploration of these emergent socialities, there will continue to be a 
lack of understanding of how stakeholder knowledge transference and their professional 
relationships develop as influenced by individual histories and social ontological perspectives. 
Further from this, the associated impact of professional relationships in shaping the outcomes of 
projects in a way that reduces value or creates risk, leading to potentially unsuccessful 
conclusions of complex projects. 
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Timeliness for project management is generally interpreted as meeting project deadlines, or the 
possibility for overruns and project failure. According to Toxvaerd (2007), for many projects the 
timeliness of any project and its ultimate completion is of paramount importance, as without 
which the organisation may lead to considerable foregone benefits. This is inclusive of profits, 
social benefits and loss of capital – particularly in terms of capital value. Identification of an 
avenue for project management control, through the exploration detailed above, could result in 
the reduction of overspend which is experienced by 40–60% of all Information Systems 
Development projects (Conboy, 2010). 

Furthermore, the development of this research could lead to a possible outcome of the 
application of communication tools to improve stakeholder interaction, and assist with the 
actualisation of a project’s strategic goals, particularly with regards to knowledge transfer and 
formal definition of shared realities in the stakeholder community. Promoting the transposition of 
the project management team to a location of a more predictable and reliable state, and the 
diminution of the risk of conflict. 

This reduction of risk may induce change to guide desired outcomes (Pan & Flynn, 2003), and 
ensure the perpetuation of the project’s success, facilitating additional resilience to the changing 
circumstances in the initial project flux. This then allows the alternative ontological views of the 
project and the diverse stakeholder experiences to be reframed in a manner more enabling of 
the complex project’s eventual realisation. 

In addition to the as yet uncharted effects discussed above, the proposed study has the 
potential to negate a number of reasons for project failure independent of the regularly identified 
technical, timely and budgetary inevitabilities. 

These are inclusive of misuse of competencies; projections of stakeholder expectations of 
outcomes, politics and persuasions onto the project; and a lack of sense-making and translation 
of knowledge between individuals. 

Methodology 

In order to collect the necessary outcomes of the influences, participatory action research can 
be applied as it involves a flexible and responsive method in the pursuit of a participatory 
process addressing, exploring and analysing the emergent socialities. This form of research has 
been applied successfully in Information Systems and Higher Education research for many 
decades (see Baskerville & Wood-Harper, 1998 for example). 

This research study is driven by an interpretivist paradigm, which states that the nature of 
enquiry is to understand the generation of knowledge through the activities of individuals and 
groups in a social and organisational context (Klein & Myers, 1999). This thinking is drawn from 
a collectively socially constructed reality (Guba, 1990). 

In ontological terms, the interpretivist paradigm approach posits that outcomes are assembled 
from multiple social and experientially based constructions, which are specific in nature to the 
individuals or groups who are involved in the social interactions (Butler, 1998). Essentially this is 
the rich and idiosyncratic data that comes from the interaction with, and observation of, 
individuals through their spoken and written words, actions and interactions with the world and 
individuals around them, represented both subtly and obviously, with each layer of information 
requiring subjective interpretation (Black, 2006). 
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The view of information systems attaining intersubjectivity among IS users, is a more recent 
idea in the technological community (Iivari & Hirschheim. 1996), but is consistent with the 
interpretive methods discussed above, in that it leads to seeing relations and individual 
experience and its impact as primarily emergent. Interpretive methods of research applied in the 
Information Systems genre are, according to Klein & Myers (1999), aimed at producing an 
understanding of the context with regards to Information Systems. That knowledge of reality is 
gained through interpretation of the complexity of human sense making, in an emergent 
manner. 

Data Gathering Techniques 

The paradigm of participatory action research addresses the creation of change in human 
systems, particularly with regard to social attitudes, interactions and behaviours (Bargal, 2008). 
According to Avison, Lau, Myers, and Nielsen (1999), action research is an iterative process 
which would involve both the project stakeholders and the researcher acting together through 
the cycle of activities (shown below in Figure 1), incorporating the identification of the problem, 
action intervention and reflective learning. This process encourages the researcher to intervene 
in the nature of the research and interpret the outcomes of these effects in direct relation to the 
postulated theories. 

 

Figure 1. The action research process (West & Standfield, 2000) 

Checkland and Holwell (1998) indicate that participatory action research (PAR) is well suited to 
developing theoretical frameworks for testing. They note that while a scientific process can take 
something well defined such as chemical testing and explore that world through the testing of 
hypotheses, the social world is not so easily explored. These authors claim that action research 
is suitable for testing theory through practical applications, such as workplaces or education 
institutions for example, and also for exploring the complex social world. They note specifically 
that PAR is suitable for a process of collaboration between the researcher and a complex social 
situation, to inquire formally on the practicality of theory, and has deliberate focus on social 
practices as a unit of analysis and an in-built process of reflect learning (p.12). 

Conclusion 

The purpose of the proposed research is to investigate the influences of stakeholder social 
ontological experiences on collaborative decision making in higher education information 
environments, and to explain the constraint or legitimacy exercised by these influences. 

The emergent nature of intersubjectivity is shaped by the social interaction of users, and the 
development of relationships in support of their construction of meaning and information 
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requirements in the establishment of project knowledge transfer. In addition to this, sense 
making is the way we as individuals build a plausible understanding of the shifting world, and 
the assembly of complexity into an articulation of realism (Snook, Nohria & Khurana, 2012). 

The collectively constructed reality, or integrated perspective of knowledge, sets the terms of 
the epistemological investigation, as findings are acquired during the process of data collection 
(Guba, 1990). The task of encapsulating social constructions is determined by individual 
interpretation of the social interactions through observational techniques, and direct dialectic 
interchange (Butler, 1998). From this a qualitative methodology disciplined inquiry of the 
experiences and behaviours will be applied, in addition to the meanings ascribed to these 
individuals and groups in their socio-professional environments. 

Conceptual Framework 

 

Figure 2. Conceptual Framework of a Study to Understand the Influences of SOE on 
Collaborative Decision Making in Higher Education Information Environments 
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Abstract 

The ultimate goal of any higher education experience has often been conceptualised as 
the attainment of full-time employment on completion of the course. The massification of 
the Australian higher education system, coupled with specific programs aimed at 
increasing the participation of diverse student groups in higher education irrevocably 
changed the sociodemographic profile of university students. A natural extension of this 
change in the ‘typical’ higher education student is a new understanding of the outcome 
that each of these student groups are seeking to achieve at the conclusion of their 
studies. Results from the recent trial of the Graduate Outcomes Survey will be used to 
populate a model of graduate outcomes that explores a range of graduate destinations 
that extend beyond full-time employment. 

Background 

Higher education graduate surveys in Australia have traditionally focused on employment, 
particularly full-time employment, as the key outcome for students who have recently completed 
their qualification. Recent commentary on post-undergraduate destinations has lamented the 
fact that the proportion of graduates in full time employment four months after completing their 
course has fallen to its lowest level since 1993 (Dodd, 2015; Jericho, 2015; Knott, 2014; 
Trounson, 2014). While it is acknowledged that this this observation does not hold across all 
fields of education, for example, employment rates of medicine and pharmacy graduates are still 
extremely high, there is a general sentiment that “…some new graduates have been 
discouraged from seeking a place in the full time labour force” (Graduate Careers Australia, 
2014: 2).  

Seeking full-time employment on completion of a degree may have been an almost universally 
desired outcome prior to the Dawkins reforms and subsequent unprecedented expansion of the 
higher education system (Dawkins, 1988). In the context of a massified higher education 
system, there have been an increasing number of mature age, female, international and part-
time postgraduate students. Can we be confident that all of these students desire to seek full-
time employment when they finish their qualification? 

It may be the case that the more typical ‘target market’ for higher education, those who have 
recently completed school studies, are most likely to seek full-time employment as a graduate 
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destination. Brooks & Everett (2009:33) commented that in relation to school leavers, the 
massification of higher education has resulted in “…the normalisation of post-compulsory 
education and the encouragement of high aspirations, [and] young people have come to 
assume a one-to-one relationship between being qualified and having a lasting professional 
career’. 

The reality is that many graduates experience a substantially less linear pathway through an 
under researched combination of demand and supply side issues. It is not simply a matter of 
stating that they have been excluded from their ‘rightful place’ in the labour market. With few 
direct links, or relationships, between programs of study such arts or business, it is also possible 
to argue that the jobs may never have been there to aspire to or students did not necessarily 
undertake the course with the expectation of an employment outcome that was full-time work. 
Many of these concerns have not been explored or are rarely considered in the context of full-
time work being assumed to be the optimal graduate outcome and anything less than full-time 
employment in a preferred professional occupation is regarded as underemployment. 

Graduate underemployment  

There are a number of approaches to defining and measuring underemployment based in the 
economic, psychological, sociological, management and organisational behaviour literatures. 
Overall, there is general agreement that the key features of underemployment, suggested by 
Feldman (1996), include: 

 Time-related underemployment – involuntary part-time or temporary work 

 Qualification-related underemployment, and 

 Income-related underemployment. 

Improving the measurement of these aspects of underemployment, including the extent to 
which the underemployment is voluntary, has been a feature of recent discussions on the topic 
(Maynard, 2011). It is usually assumed that all graduates are actively seeking to avoid any form 
of underemployment (Scurry & Blenkinsopp, 2011). There also appears to be an underlying 
assumption in the underemployment literature that volition is of more relevance to time-based 
underemployment than qualification or income-based underemployment. However, there is no 
compelling evidence to suggest that this is the case. As such, any attempts to measure 
underemployment need to take into account the extent to which this is a voluntary state that 
reflects a match between the employee’s values, needs or current life circumstances. 

Time-related underemployment 

Time-related underemployment is the most typically reported form of underemployment. Most 
researchers use the standard measurement conventions adopted by the International Labour 
Organisation (ILO). According to the ILO (1998), a person is regarded as experiencing time-
related underemployment if, during a reference period, they had worked fewer hours than an 
identified threshold, were willing to work extra hours, and were available to work these hours. 

The threshold relevant to the number of hours worked varies depending on the country 
measuring underemployment. In the case of Australia, 35 hours is considered by the Australian 
Bureau of Statistics to be the relevant threshold (ABS, 2013). While there are limitations to this 
conceptualisation of and measurement approach to time-related unemployment, it does provide 
an objective data point that can be compared with ongoing ABS collections. 
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Qualification-related underemployment 

Qualification-related unemployment is evident when an employee has a skill or education level 
that exceeds the requirements of their job. Definitions of qualification-related underemployment 
often combine the concepts of education and skills into an overarching construct (e.g. Khan & 
Morrow, 1991; Bolino & Feldman, 2000; D. C. Maynard, Joseph, & Maynard, 2006). This 
approach has merit for some groups that tend to exhibit high levels of underemployment, such 
as migrants, but it is potentially less useful for young graduates of higher education courses 
who may not regard themselves as having work-relevant skills nor appreciate the skills that they 
have obtained while studying. 

Mavromaras et al (2009) developed existing conceptualisations of the match between 
graduates and their jobs by differentiating between the required level of skill and the required 
level of education. Four potential categories of over-qualification were identified including: 

 No mismatch between the job and the graduate’s required education level or the job and 
the graduate’s required skill level 

 Skill level mismatch, education level matched 

 Education level mismatch, skill level matched, and 

 Mismatch on both a skill level and educational level. 

Using data from the Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) survey, they 
found that educational level mismatch did not necessarily lead to higher levels of employee 
dissatisfaction, whereas a skills mismatch did result in more dissatisfied workers. These findings 
suggest that there may be merit in separately examining skill and education-related 
unemployment.  

Underemployment and choice 

It is necessary to consider the role of choice in relation to underemployment in order to fully 
understand the components of what it means to be ‘fully employed’ or ‘underemployed’. As 
mentioned previously, the voluntary nature of underemployment for some labour force 
participants is not well understood and data is rarely collected on what economists refer to as 
‘non-economic reasons’ for underemployment. These reasons are sometimes defined in terms 
of supply constraints which may prevent someone from working full-time such as health issues, 
care giving responsibilities or the lack of appropriate child care (e.g. Wilkins & Wooden, 2011). 
Employees may or may not see themselves as having any agency with respect to these types of 
underemployment related factors. 

The role of personal reasons in a choice process that can result in apparent underemployment, 
such as improving work life balance, working in a job that makes a positive social contribution or 
wanting to care for children in the home is poorly understood (McKee-Ryan & Harvey, 2011). 
The extent to which graduates who have just completed a minimum of three years of study, 
often straight after completing their secondary school studies, are electing to work in jobs that 
seem to be a mismatch is also under- researched. 

Graduate outcomes framework 

A more contemporary approach to understanding graduate outcomes would attempt to capture 
aspects of underemployment and understand the extent to which apparent underemployment is 
voluntary or involuntary. Figure 1 outlines a graduate outcomes framework that addresses some 
of the complexities associated with identifying graduate employment outcomes, specifically time 
and qualification-related underemployment. 
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Figure 1. Graduate outcomes framework 

Income-related underemployment has not been captured in the framework due to the difficulties 
associated with identifying a threshold or reference point for this type of underemployment. The 
fact that graduates may consider themselves to be underpaid is insufficient evidence of 
underemployment and there are no official statistics that capture recent graduate salaries for 
different occupations or fields of education. 

The category of employed can be disaggregated into full-time, part-time, causal/contract and 
self-employed to obtain established measures of the full-time employment rate. 

Methodology 

The Graduate Outcomes Survey (GOS) is a component of the Quality Indicators for Learning 
and Teaching (QILT) research program. The GOS was developed to replace the Australian 
Graduate Survey from late 2015. It is a single, national census that uses an online platform to 
collect data from recent higher education graduates during a four week enumeration period. 

Three Australian universities and two private higher education providers took part in the 2015 
GOS Trial. Email invitations and reminders were sent to the 15,983 in-scope sample members. 
These emails contained information about the GOS Trial, including the prize draws, and a link 
that took the graduates directly into the survey. Fieldwork commenced on May 6 and May 31 
2015. 

Development of the Graduate Outcomes Questionnaire (GOQ) 

All 40 universities were invited to provide information about the extent to which their institution 
was using Graduate Destination Survey (GDS) items from the AGS for performance 
management and improvement. Feedback was collated from the institutions which revealed that 
29 GDS items were essential or important to institutional performance management (see 
Whiteley, 2015 for further information). 

Inspection of these items indicated that they form the core of the GDS data elements, identifying 
graduate employment and further study activities. The reference instrument used to create the 
GOQ was the ABS Labour Force Survey and additional items regarding further study outcomes 
were sourced from the ABS Survey of Education and Training and the Survey of Education and 
Work. 
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A small number of the essential or important GDS items did not have analogous items in 
standard statistical collections and fell into three general topic areas: details regarding further 
study, job search strategies, and the match between higher education experience and 
employment outcomes. The original GDS items examining the match between higher education 
and labour market outcomes appear to be aimed at identifying the extent to which there is a 
relationship or a match between the qualification, the subject area and the skills and knowledge 
obtained during the higher education experience and the graduate’s employment outcome. 
These concepts are very similar to those addressed through the underemployment literature. As 
such, the validated Scale of Perceived Over-qualification (SPOQ) (Maynard & Parfyonova, 
2013) was included in the instrument to capture the extent to which graduates felt that they 
were overqualified for their current position. 

Respondent characteristics 

From the sample of 15,983 graduates, a total of 4,638 surveys were completed resulting in a 
response rate of 29.0%. Responses varied substantially across the institutions, from a high of 
39.5% to a low of 19.1%.  

In general, the characteristics of the respondents to the GOS trial were broadly representative of 
the sample records that were provided by the participating institutions. Male graduates were 
slightly underrepresented, as were international students and those speaking a language other 
than English at home. This respondent profile is very similar to that obtained by the Social 
Research Centre for the AGS. 

Results 

Data has been analysed in relation to domestic, bachelor level graduates since this group is the 
usual subject of commentary in relation to post-university employment outcomes. Figure 2 
contains a broad overview of the graduate outcomes for the 2,063 domestic, bachelor level 
graduates who responded as part of the GOS 2015 Trial. The majority of the graduates were in 
the labour force (77.6%) and most were employed (87.1%) according to the ILO definition of 
employment (engaged in work for one or more hours during the previous week). Non-
participation was mostly accounted for by those who were studying full-time (84.8%). 

 

Figure 1. GOS Trial Outcomes 
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Less than half of the recently employed graduates (42.9%) regarded themselves as fully 
employed, indicating that they were currently working the number of hours they wanted to work, 
irrespective of whether or not this employment was full-time or part-time and that their 
employment was at an AQF level that matched the AQF level of their qualification. 

Of the employed graduates, 16.2% (227 graduates) were working less than 35 hours per week, 
wanted more hours and were ready to start immediately. A much larger proportion of employed 
graduates, 52.9% (739 graduates) appeared to be in occupations with an AQF level below their 
recently attained AQF level. There was also a significant overlap between qualification and time-
related underemployment (which is why these two aspects of underemployment do not sum to 
100%) with almost nearly three-quarters (73.6%) of those reporting time-related 
underemployment appearing to experience qualification-related underemployment. 

Of the employed graduates, 55.9% (747) reported that they were working part-time but more 
than half of this group (56.6%) was also currently studying. Given that many graduates are in in 
further study and working part time or in transition to a more preferred employment outcome 
post-study, lower levels of full-time employment and perceptions of over-qualification are not 
unexpected. The following sections provide evidence to suggest that a substantial proportion of 
this apparent underemployment was related to ‘supply-side’ factors, reflecting situations where 
graduates were striking a balance between personal factors, such as undertaking additional 
study and lifestyle choices, and the nature of their employment situation. For the purposes of 
this short paper, only age-related differences will be explored. 

Qualification-related underemployment 

In the GOQ, an objective assessment of whether or not a graduate is apparently over-qualified 
is done by comparing the AQF level of their recent qualification with the AQF level of their 
current occupation. As mentioned previously, 52.9% of recent graduates seemed to be 
employed in a position that was below the AQF level of their qualification. This aspect of 
underemployment will be important to track within the longitudinal component of the GOS as 
qualification-related underemployment should decrease as graduates complete their further 
studies and/or transition to jobs that are related to their qualification.  

A subjective interpretation of qualification-relation underemployment was provided by graduate 
ratings of items about the extent to which they felt over-qualified (in this context, education-
related underemployment). Based on the responses Scale of Perceived Over-qualification, 
59.7% of employed graduates reported that they felt they were over-qualified for their current 
position. This finding is consistent with the 52.9% who ‘objectively’ appear over-qualified using 
an AQF comparison of their qualification and their occupation. 

While some regard over-qualification, (or not using relevant skills or education) as a negative, 
many graduates indicated that there was a reason why being over-qualified was not necessarily 
undesirable. Table 1 on the following page shows that just over half (53.4%) of the graduates 
who reported that they were overqualified were working in a job that did not fully use their skills 
and education for through personal choice. 
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Table 1. Main reason for working in a job that doesn’t fully use skills & education 

 n % 

Studying 382 36.1 

Entry level job / career stepping stone 51 4.8 

I have skills that are not required in my current job 50 4.7 

Travelling / gap year 30 2.8 

I’m satisfied with my current job 29 2.7 

Changing jobs / careers 21 2.0 

Sub-total – personal factors 565 53.4 

No suitable jobs in my area of expertise 229 21.6 

No suitable jobs in my local area 73 6.9 

Considered to be too young by employers 64 6.0 

No jobs with a suitable number of hours 34 3.2 

Not enough work experience 34 3.2 

Cannot find a job 16 1.5 

My job is temporary or casual  11 1.0 

Sub-total – labour market factors 461 43.5 

Other  34 3.2 

Total 1,059  

 

Most were graduates who felt overqualified for their jobs were still studying (36.1%), others had 
upskilled even though it wasn’t a requirement for their position (5.5%) or indicated that they 
were ‘just starting out’ (4.8%) in their careers. Some were travelling (2.7%) and others were 
keen to share their satisfaction with or passion for their current job (2.7%).  

Graduates also expressed concerns regarding perceived labour market constraints that they felt 
prevented them from using their skills and education. Slightly more than a fifth (21.6%), reported 
that there were no suitable jobs in their area of expertise and 6.9% indicated that there were no 
suitable jobs in their local area. Being considered too young (6.0%) or not having enough 
experience (3.2%) could suggest a lack of preparation for the workforce. It should be noted that 
only 1.0% of respondents identified their current job as temporary or casual. 

Table 2 on the following page explores differences between older and younger graduates. 
Mature age graduates were less likely overall to offer personal reasons for not working in a job 
that did not fully use their skills and education. Younger graduates were undertaking further 
study at more than double the rate of older graduates (39.2% vs 18.6%). Somewhat 
surprisingly, nearly one in ten older graduates (9.9%) reported that they were using the current 
position as an entry level job or a stepping stone to something else, perhaps suggesting that 
they were pursuing a new career direction. 
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Table 2. Main reason for working in a job that doesn’t fully use skills & education 

 24 and under 25 and over 

 n % n % 

Studying 352 39.2 30 18.6 

Entry level job / career stepping stone 35 3.9 16 9.9 

I have skills that are not required in my current job 37 4.1 13 8.1 

Changing jobs / careers 16 1.8 5 3.1 

I’m satisfied with my current job 27 3.0 2 1.2 

Travelling / gap year 25 2.9 5 3.1 

Sub-total – personal factors 494 54.9 71 44.1 

No suitable jobs in my area of expertise 183 20.4 46 28.6 

No suitable jobs in my local area 60 6.7 13 8.1 

Considered to be too young by employers 57 6.3 7 4.3 

No jobs with a suitable number of hours 27 3.0 7 4.3 

Not enough work experience 27 3.0 7 4.3 

Cannot find a job 11 1.2 5 3.1 

My job is temporary or casual 11 1.2 0 0.0 

Sub-total – labour market factors 376 41.9 85 52.8 

Other  29 3.2 5 3.1 

Total 898  161  

 

In terms of labour market factors, both older and younger graduates reported a similar pattern of 
reasons as to why they were not working in a job that fully used their skills and education. Most 
indicated a lack of suitable jobs in their area of expertise (20.4% & 28.6%). A lack of suitable 
jobs in the local area (6.7% & 8.1%) and being considered to be too young by employers (6.3% 
& 4.3%) were also cited as key reasons. The extent to which these labour market constraints 
are actually present is unclear. However, there is a perception by some recent graduates that 
they do exist. 

Time related underemployment 

Graduates working part-time who did not want to work more hours were asked to indicate why 
they were not seeking full-time work (see Table 3). Just over 85.5% provided a personal choice 
reason for not seeking more hours. Most were studying (280: 67.5%) but many also reported 
that part-time work suited their lifestyle (8.2%), that they were satisfied with part-time work 
(5.8%) and it supported their pursuit of other interests (3.4%). 
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Table 3. Reasons for not seeking more work hours 

 n % 

Studying 280 67.5 

Lifestyle choice / work-life balance 34 8.2 

Satisfied with the number of hours  24 5.8 

Pursuing other interests / commitments in spare time 14 3.4 

Caring for children 3 0.7 

Sub-total – personal factors 355 85.5 

No suitable job in my area of expertise 15 3.6 

Due to contract restrictions 9 2.2 

No suitable job in my local area 5 1.2 

No job with a suitable number of hours 4 1.0 

Sub-total – labour market factors 33 8.0 

Other  27 6.5 

Total 415  

 

Table 3 also shows that graduates working part-time and not seeking more hours were far less 
likely to report that they did not want to work more hours because labour market factors 
prevented them from doing so with only 8.0% indicating that this was the case. There is some 
suggestion that a perceived lack of suitable jobs did discourage some graduates from seeking 
work with a greater number of hours but this was far less prevalent than, for example, reducing 
work hours to suit lifestyle choices. 

Looking at the reasons for not seeking more work hours by broad age group, mature age 
graduates are slightly less likely to suggest personal reasons than younger graduates and the 
type of personal reasons follow a similar pattern but are slightly different (see Table 4 on the 
following page). Mature age graduates are less likely than younger graduates to not be seeking 
more hours because they are studying (57.1% vs 77.3%) but more likely to cite caring for 
children (7.1.0% vs 0%) or lifestyle choices (9.5% vs 6.0%) as a main reason. In terms of 
possible labour market barriers to seeking more work hours, the main concern for both groups 
appears to be a lack of suitable jobs in their area of expertise (3.3% & 9.5%). 
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Table 4. Reasons for not seeking more work hours by age group 

 24 and under 25 and over 

 n % n % 

Studying 256 77.3 24 57.1 

Satisfied with the number of hours  20 6.0 4 9.5 

Pursuing other interests / commitments in spare time 11 3.3 3 7.1 

Caring for children 0 0.0 3 7.1 

Lifestyle choice / work-life balance 8 2.4 2 4.8 

Sub-total – personal factors 295 89.1 36 85.7 

No suitable job in my area of expertise 11 3.3 4 9.5 

Due to contract restrictions 8 2.4 1 2.4 

No job with a suitable number of hours 3 0.9 1 2.4 

No suitable job in my local area 5 1.5 0 0.0 

Sub-total – labour market factors 27 8.2 6 14.3 

Other  9 2.7 0 0 

 363 100 242 100 

 

Conclusions, implications & limitations 

The Graduate Outcomes Questionnaire provides institutional researchers with a unique 
opportunity to contextualise the employment outcomes of their recent graduates. Rather than 
relying on full-time employment as the ‘gold standard’ graduate destination, the GOQ supports 
an analysis of the reasons why graduates may not have transitioned to a full-time job or a 
position that allows them to use their skills and abilities. 

Looking at just one demographic characteristic, age, it is apparent that there are substantial 
differences between younger and older graduates with respect to their reasons for working part-
time or in occupations for which they appear to be overqualified. While it will be possible to 
create a more nuanced national snapshot of graduate employment, the real value of this 
approach is at an institutional level, particularly for those providers that have high proportions of 
‘non-traditional’ students. 

Current findings should be considered exploratory given the comparatively small-scale nature of 
the trial. Further analysis of the data obtained from a broader range of institutions is required to 
determine the extent and nature of the apparent over-qualification of recent graduates. 

From an operational perspective, the GOQ and the GOS data collection process appears to 
have worked well. There are some refinements to the instrument that will be required before 
deployment and for the future 2016/17 collection. Reporting the new indicators of graduate 
outcomes and managing the transition from previous measures, particularly those relating to 
labour force participation, present the most critical challenges for the GOS program. 
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Abstract 

The higher education sector in Australia has a long tradition of conducting research on a 
national level about the experiences and destinations of recent graduates. In late 2015, 
the Australian Graduate Survey (AGS) will be retired and replaced by the Graduate 
Outcomes Survey (GOS). As a result, the reporting and performance improvement 
frameworks that currently receive input from the AGS results will experience a break in 
series with new measures and outputs produced by the GOS.  

The context for the development of the GOS will be discussed and operational findings, 
from the GOS trial conducted in May 2015 will be presented. The use of the GOS as a 
means for recruiting graduate supervisors to participate in the Employer Satisfaction 
Survey will also be discussed. 

Background 

Since the early 1970’s, Graduate Careers Australia has administered the decentralised 
collection of the Australian Graduate Survey (AGS). The umbrella title of AGS was adopted in 
2006 to refer to the three instruments that constitute the survey: the Graduate Destinations 
Survey (GDS), the Course Experience Questionnaire (CEQ) and the Postgraduate Research 
Experience Questionnaire (PREQ). Students completing a research-based higher degree 
(master’s degree by research or doctorate by research) received the PREQ and all other 
students received the CEQ in addition to the GDS. 

Graduate data was collected by universities and a small number of private higher education 
providers undertook the AGS twice a year in November and May. The main purpose of the AGS 
was to collect information on the destinations and experiences of recent higher education 
graduates. 

The Graduate Destinations Survey (GDS) focused on graduate outcomes, primarily with respect 
to the labour market, approximately four to six months after the completion of a higher 
education qualification. The questionnaire also included items on further study, employment and 
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job search strategies and collected specific information about the graduate’s occupation, 
industry and salary.  

As part of the implementation of the Quality Indicators for Learning and Teaching (QILT), the 
AGS has been replaced by the Graduate Outcomes Survey (GOS) beginning in November 
2015. The GOS was developed during 2014 and 2015 and aimed to take existing concepts that 
higher education institutions regarded as important in the GDS and align them with 
contemporary good practice with respect to measurement and data collection. 

Graduate labour force outcomes 

Figure 1 contains the graduate labour force framework that underpins the Graduate Outcomes 
Questionnaire (GOQ). The category of employed can be disaggregated into full-time, part-time, 
causal/contract and self-employed to obtain a measure of the full-time employment rate. 

Figure 1. Graduate outcomes framework 

 

Fully employed, as a subset of employed graduates, refers to a positive work outcome from the 
graduates point of view, irrespective of the number of hours worked or whether they are ‘using’ 
the qualification or skills acquired as part of their higher education experience. For example, 
some graduates may be working less than 35 hours a week and are not intending to seek full-
time employment in the near future. Understanding which graduates are part-time workers by 
choice allows institutions to better contextualise full and part-time employment rates. Similarly, 
some graduates may not intend to work in a field in which they are qualified or have a valid 
reason why they are employed in a job that doesn’t match their skills. This information supports 
a more nuanced insight into reasons why graduates may not immediately transition into 
employment in their new area of expertise. 

By contrast, graduates who regard themselves as underemployed and would like to work more 
hours than they currently do or believe that they are employed in occupations that don’t fully use 
the skills and education acquired as part of their qualification. It is highly likely that these two 
types of underemployment overlap, with those who are experiencing time-related 
underemployment also suggesting that they are underemployed from a qualification 
perspective.  

Defining and measuring underemployment has been investigated from economic, 
psychological, sociological, management and organisational behaviour perspectives. Feldman’s 
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(1996) conceptualisation of underemployment is generally supported across the various 
disciplines and includes time-related underemployment, qualification-related underemployment, 
and income-related underemployment. 

In general, there seems to be an underlying assumption in the literature that all graduates seek 
to avoid any form of underemployment (Scurry & Blenkinsopp, 2011). However, there have 
been recent suggestions that the potentially voluntary nature of underemployment should be 
investigated (Maynard, 2011). As a result, any attempts to measure underemployment should 
consider whether this is a voluntary state that reflects a subjective match between the 
employee’s values or current life circumstances rather than an objective mismatch.  

Underemployment and choice 

To fully understand the extent to which graduates not working full-time or working in an 
occupation that does match their qualifications is a problem, it is necessary to examine the role 
of choice in relation to underemployment. The voluntary nature of underemployment for 
graduates is not well understood and data is rarely collected on what economists refer to as 
‘non-economic reasons’ for underemployment. Contextual explanations of underemployment 
are occasionally considered in terms of supply-side constraints that can restrict the ability to 
work full-time such as health issues, care giving responsibilities or the lack of appropriate child 
care (e.g. Wilkins & Wooden, 2011). The role of more personal reasons in a choice process that 
can result in apparent underemployment, such as improving work life balance, working in a job 
that makes a positive social contribution or wanting to care for children in the home is poorly 
understood (McKee-Ryan & Harvey, 2011). Additionally, the extent to which graduates who 
have just completed a minimum of three years of study, often straight after completing their 
secondary school studies, are electing to work in jobs that does not need to match their 
qualification is similarly under researched. Items in the GOQ have been specifically included to 
identify underemployment issues and the extent to which graduates are choosing to work part-
time or in occupations that do not necessarily use the skills and education acquired as part of 
their qualification. 

Measuring graduate labour force outcomes 

The approach to measuring graduate outcomes is underpinned by standard or validated items 
and aims to create an indicator of ‘employed’ consistent with the ABS definition and a set of 
sub-indicators that support the interpretation of outcome data for graduates who are working 
part-time or outside of the field of their recent qualification. Potential indicators and sub-
indicators could include: 

 % of graduates working one hour per week or more (ABS definition of employed) 

 % of graduates in full-time study 

 % of graduates employed full-time 

 % of graduates that are working less than 35 hours per week, want more work and are 
ready to start work immediately (time-related underemployment), and 

 % of graduates employed in an occupation with an AQF level below their attained AQF 
level 

 % of graduates reporting a mismatch between their qualification and the qualification 
required for their current position 

Further details regarding the graduate framework, underemployment and potential performance 
indicators can be found in Whiteley, 2015b. 
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GOS methodology 

Overview of the GOS 

The main design features of the GOS, with a comparison to the AGS, are summarised in Table. 
The GOQ has been developed as a modular and longitudinal instrument so that the initial point 
of data collection supports the active, ongoing follow-up of graduates. Many of the key survey 
design features have been held constant across the AGS and the GOS, such as the in-scope 
population and the deployment of a census. However, there are a number of factors that will 
contribute to a break in the time series. The use of a new instrument, a new sampling frame and 
system and a primarily online mode of data collection are substantial divergences from the 
administration of the AGS. 

Table 1. Design features of the AGS and the GOS 

 AGS GOS 

Research design Cross-sectional Longitudinal 

Instrument GDS & CEQ/PREQ GOQ & PREQ 

Sample frame Institutional data HEIMS 

In-scope population All university graduates All higher education graduates 

Census/Sample Census Census 

Data collection Online, telephone, hard-copy Online
1
 

Deployment Individual surveys for each institution Single survey 

Target 50% Minimum 30% 

Reference dates 31 October, 30 April Week prior to the survey 

Enumeration period Up to eight months One month 

 

Adapted from (Whiteley, 2015c). 

The Graduate Outcomes Questionnaire 

2014 review of the GDS instrument 

In late 2014, all Australian universities were asked to indicate the extent to which their institution 
was actively using GDS items for performance management and improvement. Based on the 
feedback from these institutions, it appeared that, in relation to performance management, 29 
current GDS items were regarded as essential or important (see Whiteley, 2015 for further 
information). Not surprisingly, the items identified related to key conceptual components of the 
GDS: labour market participation and further study.  

The reference instrument used to develop the labour market participation items for the GOQ 
was the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) Labour Force Survey. Items relevant to further 

                                                

 

1 Institutions can request centralised telephone non-response follow-up on a fee for service basis to meet internal reporting requirements. 
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study were sourced from the ABS Survey of Education and Training and the Survey of 
Education and Work. 

Essential or important items relating to details of further study, job search strategies, and the 
match between higher education experience and employment outcomes did not have readily 
available standardised or validated items. Existing items relevant to further study and job search 
were revised and updated.  

The intended purpose of the questions exploring the relationship between higher education and 
the graduates’ current job was unclear and these items were more challenging to redevelop. 
This set of questions appeared to focus on whether there is a relationship or a match between 
the qualification, the subject area and the skills and knowledge obtained during the higher 
education experience and the graduate’s employment outcome. Overall, the items appear to 
address concerns that graduates may not be employed in positions that are relevant to their 
qualifications and allow them to use the skills and education that they have gained during their 
studies. In addition to a small number of contextual items aimed at capturing data on this issue, 
the Scale of Perceived Over Qualification (SPOQ) was included in the GOS Trial (Maynard, 
Joseph, & Maynard, 2006). The SPOQ was selected since it is the most widely tested scale in 
this domain and has been validated for use with graduates (unlike other scales that, for 
example, have been validated on migrant worker populations). 

Differences between GOS and GDS measures of graduate outcomes 

While the definition, but perhaps not the operationalisation, of in-scope population for the GOS 
and the AGS is the same, on shore students who have completed an Australian undergraduate 
or post graduate qualification within the relevant reference period, there are a number of ways 
in which the two surveys diverge. As noted previously, the GOS will represent a full break in 
time series and while some concepts appear to be comparable, the data from each survey 
should be viewed separately. Key differences between the GOS and the GDS include: 

 A shift in the reference date from a fixed date (GDS) to the week prior survey (GOQ). 

 The inclusion of full-time students who are also working (either full-time or part-time) in the 
labour force/employment indicators (GOQ). 

 The reference point for non-participation in the labour force changing from as at the 
reference date (GDS) to the last four weeks (GOQ). 

Another important difference between the two instruments is that the GDS used a categorical 
variable to define full-time and part-time work where the respondent ‘ticked a box’ to indicate 
whether they were in full or part-time employment. In the GDS, full-time employment is defined 
narratively as 35 hours or more. However, the graduate may or may not elect to accept this 
definition and has the option to choose ‘full-time’ if they work five days a week but fewer than 35 
hours. In contrast, the GOQ asks the graduate how many hours they actually or usually worked 
in the previous week. The full or part time nature of the work is derived based on this response. 
This shift from a subject report of full-time employment status to an objective definition based on 
the number of hours worked, could alter the proportion of graduates that appear to be in full-
time employment. 
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Structure of the GOQ 

Table 2 outlines thematic areas of the eight GOQ modules. 

Table 2. GOQ module themes 

Module  Themes 

Module A Confirmation that the graduate is in-scope for the GOS and that the course/program 

and/or major are correct 

Module B Labour force  

Module C Further study  

Module D Graduate Attributes Scale – Graduate 

Module Z Graduate preparation  

Module E Additional items (Departmental, institutional etc.) 

Module F Contact details 

Module X Recruitment items for the Employer Satisfaction Survey 

 

Cognitive testing of the GOQ 

The cognitive pre-testing program aimed to ensure that each of the GOQ items were easily 
understood, relevant and capture valid and reliable data. The cognitive testing also assessed 
the usability and effectiveness of the invitation email and the bridging text to collect supervisor 
details for the Employers Satisfaction Survey (ESS).  

Between the 25th and 30th March 2015, 12 interviews were conducted with five male and seven 
female recent university graduates aged between 22 and 41 years. Participants lived in the 
greater Melbourne area and were either studying or working, or both, at the time of the cognitive 
testing.  

The key findings of the cognitive testing indicated that the core items from the ABS Labour 
Force Survey were generally found to be easy to understand and respond to. In a minority of 
cases, additional ‘hover’ or explanatory text was required to clarify the definition of some terms. 
Additional information regarding the key findings from the GOQ Cognitive Testing can be found 
in (The Social Research Centre, 2015). 

Sampling  

Prior to the commencement of the GOS Trial, the Social Research Centre sought feedback from 
universities to determine whether they were able to provide an un-validated Past Course 
Completions file that would be used as the basis for the GOS population frame. Thirty-five of the 
40 Table A and Table B universities responded and 30 reported that it was possible to create a 
Past Course Completions file in September. Since three-quarters of the universities were in a 
position to support this sampling approach, the provision of an interim, un-validated Past 
Course Completions file was identified as the preferred approach to creating the frame for the 
GOS 2015 Trial.  

The universities used a modified version of the SES approach to sampling. An interim Past 
Course Completions file was sent to the department and this file was returned to Social 
Research Centre from the department with a complete set of demographic and course related 
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variables appended. In-scope graduates were randomly allocated in equal numbers to the GOS 
trial and the May 2015 round of the AGS. 

It became apparent during the sample build phase that one of the three participating universities 
would not be able to meet the sample provision deadline. This provided an opportunity to test 
an alternate workflow that could be used with those institutions that were unable to create a 
Past Course Completions file for the upcoming 2015/16 GOS. In very simple terms, this 
involved updating the file that would have been used for the AGS. The two private providers 
were not in a position to either create a Past Course Completions or an AGS version of the file. 
As a result, they submitted a ‘minimum’ dataset containing the elements required to execute the 
GOS. The demographic and course related variables required for the analysis were to be 
appended from HEIMS at a later time. 

The Social Research Centre inspected all files and confirmed that the GOS and the AGS 
sample contained equal numbers of graduates by faculty, country of birth, language 
background, level of study and gender.  

Operational findings from the GOS Trial 

Overview 

The three universities that participated in the GOS Trial were included because their graduate 
populations were large enough to satisfy both analysis and reporting requirements of the GOS 
and AGS using a 50/50 split of their graduate population. Two private providers elected to 
deploy the GOS with their entire graduate population that were in-scope for the trial. 

The 2015 GOS Trial was conducted as an online survey, with email invitations and reminders 
sent to the selected sample. These emails contained information about the GOS, including the 
prize draws, and a personalised link to the survey for each graduate.  

Fieldwork was conducted over a four week period from May 6 to May 31 2015. The prize draw 
was designed as a rolling prize draw to maximise early response rates, by offering more 
chances to win, the earlier the survey was completed. There were four prize draws in total at the 
end of each week, with a $1,000 prepaid Visa gift card to be won each week with a total prize 
pool of $4,000. 

Response analysis 

A total of 15,983 graduates were selected across the five institutions. There were 4,638 surveys 
completed resulting in a response rate of 29.0 per cent. One email invitation, one non-response 
letter and seven email reminders were send to graduates during the fieldwork period. The 
response rate varied substantially across institutions, with one private provider performing 
particularly well (39.5%) (see Figure 2). The response rate among the universities varied from 
33.4 per cent to 21.8 per cent. 
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Figure 2. Sample size and response rates by institution 

As is the case with online surveys, the invitation email yielded the greatest number of completed 
surveys (see Figure 3 on the following page). The non-response letter and the second reminder 
email created the next largest spike in response. Engagement with the survey clearly decreases 
over time. However, increases in survey completions did consistently follow from reminder 
activity up until the end of data collection. This strongly suggests that frequent reminder activity 
at regular intervals is necessary to achieve the best possible response rates. 

 

Figure 3. Proportion of survey completes over time 
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Respondent characteristics 

Overall, Table 3 shows that the characteristics of the respondents to the GOS Trial were broadly 
representative of the sample records provided by the participating institutions. Male graduates 
were slightly underrepresented, as were international students and those speaking a language 
other than English at home. This respondent profile is very similar to that obtained by the Social 
Research Centre for the AGS. 

Table 3. GOS Trial respondent characteristics 

  Trial Sample Trial respondents 

n % n % 

Gender Male 6,934 44.2 2,010 41.2 

 Female 8,742 55.8 2,864 58.8 

Indigenous Indigenous 41 0.3 13 0.3 

 Not Indigenous 15,025 95.8 4,654 95.5 

 No information 610 3.9 207 4.2 

Home language English 9,588 61.2 3,399 69.9 

 Language other than English 6,016 38.4 1,448 29.7 

 No information 72 0.5 27 0.6 

Disability  Reported disability 503 3.2 201 4.1 

 No disability 15,164 96.7 4,668 95.8 

 No information 9 0.1 5 0.1 

Study mode  Internal 15,258 97.3 4,724 96.9 

 External/distance 409 2.6 145 3.0 

 No information 9 0.1 5 0.1 

International  Domestic student 11,329 72.3 3,920 80.4 

 International student 4,347 27.7 954 19.6 

 

Comparison with AGS response patterns 

The Social Research Centre conducts the AGS of behalf of a number of universities using a 
methodology consistent with the GOS. Therefore, operational data from the April 2015 AGS was 
used to compare response patterns from both surveys to better understand the efficacy of the 
approach to the GOS Trial. 

The majority of institutions participating in the AGS administered by the Social Research Centre 
opted for a single prize draw, which closed between 16 and 18 days after the initial email 
invitation. This approach yielded a strong response rate leading up to the prize draw. However, 
the response decreased significantly after the prize draw period. This necessitated a longer 
fieldwork period than the GOS, and in some cases more reminders, to achieve the total 
response rate, as shown in Figures 3 and 4. 
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Figure 4. Proportion of survey completes over time – AGS 

Recruitment for the Employer Satisfaction Survey 

The GOQ also contains the recruitment platform for the Employer Satisfaction Survey (ESS). 
Graduates who are employed are offered information about the ESS and asked to provide their 
supervisor’s contact details (name and email or phone number). As mentioned previously, the 
cognitive testing phase of the GOQ specifically focused on the ESS recruitment and a key 
learning was that the text needed to strike a balance between being informative and its length.  

Around one week into data collection, it was evident that the proportion of graduates providing 
contact information was substantially lower than expected. As a remedial measure, the text 
revised during the cognitive testing was replaced with the short form versions from the 2014 
ESS Pilot. Analysis of the outcomes between the modified versions and the short form versions 
indicates that the modified versions overall outperformed the short form texts. Overall, less than 
one in ten (6.2%) of the 3, 106 employed graduates provided contact information for their 
supervisor. 

Looking at Table 4 on the following page, among those who refused to provide their 
supervisor’s details, the most common concerns were that their supervisor would not have 
enough time to do the survey (43.9%), the job was temporary/casual (25.2%), or that the 
graduate did not have a direct supervisor (12.3%).  
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Table 4. Reasons for refusing to provide employer’s contact information 

Reason  % 

I’m concerned that my supervisor does not have enough time 43.9 

My job is temporary or casual 25.2 

I do not have a direct supervisor 12.3 

I do not want to / I am uncomfortable about providing supervisor’s details 4.0 

I’m concerned about my supervisors’ response 3.6 

My job is not related to my course / qualification 3.4 

I do not know the email address of supervisor 3.2 

Supervisor does not want to participate / is not interested 1.0 

Other 3.8 

 

Despite the various efforts across a number of pilots to improve the capture of supervisor 
contact details using graduate feedback and a range of approaches, an optimal solution 
remains elusive. Finding effective strategies to overcome objections requires further 
development, although it is difficult to determine the extent to which these objections are 
actually ‘polite’ ways of refusing to provide contact information. 

Conclusions & next steps 

Overall, the GOS data collection approach and the GOQ have functioned as anticipated. There 
are a number of refinements to the survey process and the instrument that were suggested from 
the outcomes of the GOS 2015 Trial.  

GOS deployment in 2015/16 

Due to fact that only a small number of institutions were participating in the GOS and that the 
AGS was still running in parallel to the new survey, it was not possible to institute a typical 
graduate engagement or response maximisation strategy for the trial. In this context, the GOS 
2015 Trial is not a full dress rehearsal of the complete survey methodology. Operational 
observations from this trial in conjunction with key engagement strategies from the Student 
Experience Survey have been used to refine the approach to GOS deployment in 2015/16. 

The 2015/16 GOS deployment will involve the: 

 Engagement of a Graduate Engagement Strategy that supports response maximisation 
and minimises institutional burden 

 Use of an approach to sampling that allows institutions to provide the best quality data that 
is available while moving towards centralised sampling for future collections. 

 Implementation of an online data collection platform, supplemented by telephone surveys, 
as requested by institutions. 

 Creation of an appropriate and effective set of response maximisation strategies. 

 Refinement of the GOQ. 
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Graduate engagement 

The Graduate Engagement Strategy could be considered to be a continuation of the SES 
Student Engagement Strategy developed for the SES. Institutions have been provided with a 
GOS Engagement Activity Plan and have the option to undertake supporting activities. GOS 
marketing materials have been developed including: 

 Online promotional materials for institutional websites, graduate newsfeeds and alumni 
webpages. 

 Communications that can be sent from alumni offices or institutional 
managers/administrators.  

 Social media engagement materials designed to be posted on institutional social media 
accounts. 

 Hardcopy and softcopy information sheets for distribution in graduation materials. 

 Posters to promote the GOS on-campus and at graduation ceremonies. 

As was the case for the SES, the GOS will be supported by an active social media campaign 
and through the QILT Facebook page. 

Sampling 

The main sample creation process for the GOS Trial, which used a modified version of the SES 
sampling approach via an ‘interim’, un-validated Past Course Completions file, appears to have 
been appropriate. The alternative approaches used to generate the sample for the GOS Trial 
appeared to impose a greater resourcing burden on those institutions. While there was no 
indication that these was less fit-for-purpose, the ‘bottom-up’ approach to sample generation is 
less desirable since it is possible that some institutions may inadvertently make errors or 
interpret sampling parameters differently.  

Since the majority of universities have previously indicated that they can create an interim Past 
Course Completions file for the purposes of the survey, this will constitute the preferred 
sampling approach for the GOS. Given that a centralised approach to sampling for a graduate 
survey is new to the sector and many institutions will be participating in a national graduate 
survey for the first time, an alternative sampling process, provision of a Minimum Data Set, will 
be retained for the GOS as a transition measure. The Social Research Centre will work with the 
sector to ensure that we minimise the work required to create the GOS sample files with a view 
to moving towards fully centralised sampling during the first two GOS collections.  

Data collection 

The centralised, ‘single-survey’ approach to online data collection was as effective, as 
anticipated, with response rates similar to those achieved for the AGS by the Social Research 
Centre. Some differences in response rates between institutions were apparent and are 
consistent with those observed response rates for the Student Experience Survey. For the initial 
deployment of the GOS, institutions have been offered the option to undertake telephone non-
response follow-up on a fee-for service basis. The inclusion of an additional mode was in 
response to a desire by a number of institutions to retain a 50 per cent response rate as the 
minimum threshold for the graduate survey.  

Response bias associated with the use of telephone non-response follow-up will be closely 
monitored. The data will be analysed for any differences in response patterns and, if identified, 
recommendations will be made regarding weighting of the CATI data. Weighting will not be 
undertaken without consultation. 
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Refining the GOQ 

Based on the findings from the GOS trial, minor changes have been made to the GOQ. A small 
selection of labour force items that did not directly contribute to the reporting of labour force 
participation or outcomes have been omitted. An additional labour force item was required to 
fully clarify labour force status and has been added. The two scales in the GOS, the Scale of 
Perceived Over-qualification and the Graduate Attributes Scale – Graduates have been 
modified slightly in response to factor analysis and Rasch Modelling outcomes. The bridging 
text used to inform graduates about the Employer Satisfaction Survey has been refined and, 
hopefully, improved. 

Further inspection of the GOQ items suggested that data about unemployed graduates was a 
possible gap in the collection. Aside from the status of these graduates and whether they were 
looking for full or part-time work, little is known about this group. Existing GOQ items have been 
adapted to capture graduate employment barriers. A selection of the graduate preparation items 
have also been modified to determine the extent to which graduates believe they were 
adequately prepared for employment. These items do increase the average length of the survey 
since unemployed graduates typically complete a shorter survey than employed graduates 
because they do not answer the more detailed labour force participation questions. 

In 2016/17, the CEQ scales and open-ended questions will be retired from the GOQ. Removal 
of these items is critical as they add significant time to the survey and there is obvious 
redundancy between the information collected in unit evaluations conducted by each institution, 
the Student Experience Survey, and the Graduate Attributes Scale – Graduates. 
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