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Institutional Researchers as Information Brokers: People, 
processes and managing data 

Josephine Palermo  
 

Moving from traditional roles 
Institutional researchers need to become information brokers. 
 
Tribus (1990) and others have explained three managerial systems to achieve quality as defined 
by continuous improvement. These are the technical, social and managerial systems. The 
technical system is the innermost system and includes all technical tools and quantitative aspects 
of quality. Institutional researchers have immersed themselves in this system and perhaps drive or 
implement much of it in their institutions. The outermost system is the managerial system and 
involves the way practices, protocol and procedures are established and maintained. Institutional 
researchers are often influenced by this system, or have traditionally been involved with much of 
the policy development it comprises . The system that lies between the technical and managerial, 
according to Tribus, is the social, and involves the reward structure, symbols of power, 
relationships between people and among groups, and the political dynamics. Institutional 
researchers have traditionally not applied their skills and competencies in this middle system. 
Traditionally roles that institutional researchers have adopted have included that of statistician, 
analyst, strategic planner, quality manager, and researcher. They have, on the whole, neglected 
the social. Inevitably this has arisen from a response to the nature of organisational cultures of 
universities. These are characterised by a collegiate culture of hands-off, with hierarchical 
management structures and complex committee structures, that serve to perpetuate resistance to 
change and slow decision making (Morrison, Sargison et al. 1997).   
 
The new challenge for institutional researchers will be to create links between people, policy, 
process and data, and this will require situating themselves within the social sphere. In this paper I 
will argue that the demands of the future, namely an increasing environment of competition within 
the tertiary sector, where increased accountability and national benchmarks for performance are 
required, necessitate a change in the role of institutional researchers. Institutional researchers 
need to adopt a multi-user focus, meeting the demands of information from multiple sources (not 
just senior management). That  role will entail the interpretation of information, in very much the 
same way that financial consultants broker the vast array of information and interpret it for their 
clients. Institutional researchers need to focus on both individuals and systems for the purposes of 
managing and encouraging change, with a new focus on raising the capabilities of the institution to 
manage its own learning, change and transformation. In other words, institutional researchers will 
need to adopt the role of information broker. 

Creating learning opportunities in institutions through knowledge sharing 
Information brokers need to create learning opportunities. 
 
Learning is no longer just regarded as a classroom activity. Instead it is increasingly seen as a 
continuous work based activity, necessary to cope with changing demands from the external 
environment (Sambrook and Stewart 2000)  Consequently institutions are striving to create more 
opportunities for learning, that is, to become learning organisations, through strategies such as 
broader job structures, teamwork and re-engineering of communication structures. Therefore 
managers are expected to manage the workplace as a place fit for learning. This presents new 
challenges for managers as they grapple with this new found role.  
 
The concept of the learning organisation was popularised in the writing of Senge (1990). He 
suggests that while individuals may learn by themselves, unless that learning is shared and acted 
upon, and unless the organisation itself has a capacity to change as a result there is no such entity 
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as the learning organisation. The building blocks of learning organisations are initially individuals 
and subsequently teams who create, share and act on collective learning (Sambrook and Stewart 
2000). The development of learning capacities in organisations involves building genuinely shared 
visions (based on an understanding of shared values), fostering the ability of people to see larger 
patterns and understand interdependencies across systems, and increasing and developing 
capabilities of individuals to better enable them to become more aware of their own assumptions, 
i.e. develop critical thinking competencies. According to McAdam, Leitch et al. (1998), the learning 
organisation is characterised by the following five attributes: 
 
! It has a formal way of asking questions, seeking out theories, testing them and reflecting on 

them; 
! It is properly, clear about its role, its future and its goals and is determined to reach them; 
! It is constantly reframing the world and its part in it; 
! Disappointment and mistakes are accommodated as part of the learning whole; 
! It is a caring organisation, where everyone is encouraged to learn, and it makes that 

obvious. 
 
Institutional learning arises from research, capacity building (personal and institutional) and 
practice (Senge 1997) . The information broker has a role to play in all three of these elements. It 
requires blending the roles of researcher and practitioner, which counteracts arguments by some 
for the loss of objectivity when these roles are combined see (Romme and Witteloostuijn 1999). 
 
I would argue that objectivity in research is a veneer and that the researcher is involved in 
subjective decision making and interpretation throughout the whole research process. This is 
evident from the formulation of the very questions and hypotheses asked, to the methodology 
chosen, to how results are interpreted and generalised. These arguments have been proven by 
critical researchers who espouse that truth makes reference to order, rules and values, and 
depends on logic and reasoning, all of which are unique to particular people or specific locales 
(Neuman 1994) . According to Senge (1997) deep systemic problems require the ability to 
integrate theory and practice. The information broker encourages and practices the sharing of 
knowledge across the institution in order to harness intelligence, invent a new reality and forecast a 
new future. 
 
Every person has their own unique set of information that can be activated through a process of 
self-awareness and reflection (Smith 2000). Knowledge sharing and information sharing are 
different things. Sharing knowledge is not about transferring information from one person to 
another as in the case of information sharing. It is more a case of genuinely being interested in 
helping one another to develop new capacities for action (Senge 1999). For information brokers 
this requires a focus on knowledge management; the gathering, sorting, culling, sharing, and 
disseminating meaningful information. Data and basic facts that are endowed with relevance 
become information. Knowledge is then the conclusion drawn from data and information (Smith 
2000)  
 
There are two types of knowledge; explicit and tacit knowledge. Explicit knowledge is described in 
formal language, and consists of technical or empirical knowledge. Tacit knowledge is automatic, 
oral and resembles intuition (Stewart 1997). Tacit knowledge is often taken for granted and less 
valued than explicit knowledge, and can only be shared when individuals volunteer information 
about their beliefs and perceptions, or describe and demonstrate their skills and experience. This 
type of knowledge, if harnessed effectively in organisations, can often lead to significant 
competitive advantage when for example, subjective intuition and employees’ hunches lead to 
innovation or creative problem solving. The main task of the information broker involves helping 
people make better use of what they already know (tacit knowledge), and this is best achieved 
through application of what they know (Argyris 1995) . If left to their own devices, people will look 
for ways to do things better. All they need are adequate resources, information and appropriate 
tools (Senge 1999)  
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However, there are conditions under which learning becomes more difficult. Argyris (1995) showed 
that individuals use defensive routines to deal with threatening situations and these have the 
unintentional outcome of inhibiting learning. One example of this is when an individual displays 
incongruence between their “espoused theories” (what they say they believe), and their “theories in 
use” (how they reach decisions to act). Defensive reasoning may occur when the high aspirations 
of professionals in organisations are juxtaposed against a fear of failure and a fear of 
embarrassment. Defensive routines may include diverting blame, outwards, upwards, downwards 
and de-personalising (eg. blaming the system). 
 
In order to be a catalyst for change, data needs to connect with participants “theory in use”. 
Therefore information brokers need to disseminate information in ways that encourages inquiry into 
testing people’s tacit knowledge and assumptions underlying their views, making them explicit and 
therefore able to be dealt with. For example, the development of the MIS (Management Information 
System) at Victoria University has been plagued by numerous disruptions and problems, with both 
time lines and budgets going beyond those initially planned. This is not uncommon and even 
expected considering the ambitious scope of such a project. People’s perceptions about the project 
have been tainted with their perception of IT Services as a whole. Myths surrounding IT Services 
are that they are non responsive, cannot achieve set goals, and that they have not successfully 
implemented any IT projects. This perception is not altogether congruent with the reality of 
successful projects the department has implemented, such as state of the art email and internet 
systems, software upgrades and the improvement of the entire network infrastructure. However, 
due to a lack of information about the significance of these developments, myths and legends 
prevail despite the evidence, and the same criticisms are projected towards the MIS project.  

The semantics of growth  
“My work is about the profound knowledge needed for transformation” Deming (Senge 1999)  
 
Research has shown that in order to encourage and create knowledge sharing, attention must be 
paid to the organisational environment for learning (Smith 2000) . This is promoted by a supportive, 
group learning environment that stimulates creativity. Institutional cultures that openly share data 
and foster knowledge generation internally often produce innovative practices. The role of the 
information broker is to nurture the learning environment and sustain information throughout it’s 
structures, in very much the same way a gardener tends to the garden, encouraging her plants to 
grow. Change, and growth occur when the environment supports these activities. You cannot force 
growth, it is not something that is acquired. Rather it is a verb, a process. Therefore the information 
broker is responsible for feeding that process. This requires focussing on disseminating information 
with a spotlight on how it is to be used to further improvement and learning in the institution. This 
focus needs to be prioritised above other objectives such as monitoring, or external reporting 
needs of government or external agencies. 

 
Information brokers can inhibit growth by diverting people’s attention to “making numbers”. This is 
sometimes used to further specific agendas. For example, advice that I received from a planning 
manager was that in order to ensure that a budget was accepted and endorsed by a committee, it 
was necessary to place an obvious and fictitious error in one of the columns to divert the 
committees attention from the “real” items in the budget. The assumptions were that the committee 
would deliberate on the “fiction”, correct it and endorse the rest of the budget. And his assumption 
was right every time! 

Modelling transformation 
Information brokers need to lead by example 
 
The change that is required to meet changing demands within the sector refers to transformation of 
organisational values, norms, structures and processes. However, this does not necessarily 
correlate with sacrificing essential academic values of autonomy, and freedom of thought. 
(Vermeulen 1997). Tertiary institutions are characterised by particularly factors that impinge on 
cultural transformation processes. According to Vermeulen (1997), these include the dual 
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organisational structure of institutions (i.e. division between administrative and academic 
functions); intensive divisiveness, which leads to loyalty to one part of the organisation over the 
institutions as a whole; and fragmented leadership, where often there is a division of responsibility 
with senior management focussed on external issues rather than internal issues. It is therefore 
important that there is a well developed plan to achieve transformation, which includes 
management adopting and modelling the “new” behaviour.  
 
Information brokers need to model behaviours that espouse essential academic values, and 
require adopting methodologies that reflect ongoing reflection, self assessment and continuous 
improvement. It requires learning to transform our own mental models and test our own tacit 
assumptions. According to Argyris (1995) organisational learning is an interactive process of 
detecting and correcting errors, where the organisation is driven by a desire to become competent 
in taking action. It is marked by processes of self initiation and self examination, and requires not 
only an examination of existing policies and practices, but an investigation of underlying values that 
predetermine policies and practices. 
 
This type of approach requires a re-distribution of power away from top-down to empowerment of 
staff at lower levels (Argyris 1998). In the past institutional researchers have inhibited 
empowerment through the gate keeping behaviour exhibited in information flow that informs 
decision making. This has been communicated in the guise of quality monitoring and strategic 
planning for accountability purposes, where targets have been set at senior levels of the institution 
which individuals at lower levels are required to achieve.  
 
There is no question that higher education should be accountable, but what should be 
accountable, and what should be effective and efficient? (Horsburgh, 2000). This is a difficult 
question upon which to achieve consensus. It is difficult to adapt traditional quality monitoring to 
learning because of the complex factors involved in the nature of the actual learning event.   
 
In an interview with Christian Hervos in 1935, Picasso spoke of ephemeral nature of the “product” 
of the creative process: 
 

“A painting is not preconceived and decide upon beforehand. As is materialises, it 
imperceptibly changes together with our thoughts. Even when it is completed, it continues 
to vary, according to the frame of mind of the beholder” (Jansen, 1982: 656) 

 
The same may be said of the dynamic process that ends in the “product” learning. Although the 
intention to learn may be predetermined, the amount of learning is not preconceived. And when 
something has been learnt, the value and nature of the learning continues to vary according to the 
how knowledge is applied, or who and how the learning is assessed.  Teaching and learning plans, 
policies and strategies often harbour the aspirations for the teaching and learning environment, yet 
the problem lies in how do you operationalise vaguely expressed intentions. For example, how do 
you demonstrate that “scholarship and research” or “inclusive curriculum” actually make a 
difference to students actual experience of the curriculum (Pennington and O’Neil, 1994).  
 
According to Harvey, (1998) quality monitoring hinders improvement. Real enhancement needs to 
adopt a transformative framework. The transformative approach is defined by the extent of 
qualitative change. In relation to students, it involves transforming not just what they know, but how 
they think and how they act. Transformative education is also about empowering the learner as 
critical, reflective, lifelong learners (Harvey, 1998). If students are to achieve transformation, 
teachers must role-model critical reflection. They must themselves participate in transformative 
learning (Horsburgh, 2000). This notion can also be applied to information brokers. What has 
become evident in our work at Victoria University, in the approach we have adopted for the Quality 
Enhancement Project, is the impact of modelling a transformative framework. 
 
The Quality Enhancement Project was an initiative of the Deputy Vice Chancellor (Higher 
Education) and was initially termed “Performance Management Study”. The study proposal 
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outlined a need construct a coherent and institutional framework which results in a 
systemised, effective and efficient performance management approach if the University. 
It stated the following goals: 
• development of an appropriate methodology to implement formative and summative 

reviews of courses and faculties, and implementation of evaluative mechanisms, 
instruments, and performance indicators  

• facilitation of the process, and subsequent evaluation of each process 
• development of a plan which integrates each process into an institutionalised framework.’ 
 
After discussions with key staff at the university, we decided that including the word “performance” 
in the title of the project, would be inappropriate for the culture of the university which was not 
favourable to traditional performance monitoring and was wary of management attempts to initiate 
programs that were reminiscent of performance appraisal. The response to the brief was re-titled 
Quality Enhancement Project and the methodology was re-addressed to reflect an action learning 
perspective. The main purposes of the project were redrafted as;  
 
! Develop multi-faceted review systems to provide information internally which lays the basis 

for and contributes to a culture of continuous improvement. 
! Implement an agreed set of aggregate performance indicators (developed locally, nationally 

and internationally), and derived from proven evaluation instruments, applied as part of a 
continuous enhancement framework across the university. 

 
And then later, as they evolved through the research process: 

! Developing an institutional system to ensure that new and established quality assurance 
mechanisms for teaching and learning can provide answers to the following: 

 
1. What do we do? 
2. How do we demonstrate what it is that you do?  
3. How do we know that you are improving? 
4. How do we tell peers, students (prospective, current, past), employers, other 

universities and external agencies that we are improving?  
 
Principles underpinning the methodology of the Quality Enhancement Project include the need to 
prioritise management of the transformation process itself, alongside the adoption of a broad 
consultative approach, in order to achieve change associated with educational policy and practice,. 
These principles have been realised within the action learning approach. 

 
Action learning is characterised by reflecting on the learning experience in order to identify exactly 
what it is that has been learned, in order to internalise the lessons and pragmatically devise action 
plans to take effective action in the future in a new and different situation (Bunning 1991).  It is 
defined as a strategy by which people learn with and from each other as they attempt to identify 
and then implement solutions to their problems or developmental issues. There are three essential 
features which must be present for an activity to be legitimately an action learning program. These 
are -  

1. There must be action in the real world rather than in some simulation.  
2. The activity must be conducted in a way which involves others, especially other participants 

who are working on the same or quite different projects.  
3. The emphasis must be upon learning not just the taking of action and this is what 

distinguishes action learning from project team membership.  
 
I would like to say that the implications of using an action learning approach were clearly planned 
out from the beginning, but in fact, the justification for our approach has evolved throughout the 
research, as we have formed theoretical understandings out of our own practice. Factors that 
contributed to choosing the approach included: 
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! an understanding of the cultural and political sensitivities to the concept of quality at the 
university; due to poor leadership in past initiatives coupled with years of mergers that have 
continually challenged the identity of the university; 

! the background of researchers at the Workplace Studies Centre, which cover the gamut of 
qualitative and quantitative social research, in aspects of productive diversity, industrial 
relations, human resource management, labour market analysis, psychology of work and 
organisational behaviour and social demography; 

! the realisation that a grass roots approach that involved all stakeholders at all levels, and 
recognised the diversity of experiences within the university, was the best way to achieve 
maximum engagement in changing ossified practices; 

 
It appears that Victoria University may be one of very few higher education institutions to adopt an 
action learning approach towards the development of their quality framework. As others have 
noted, we had a sense that innovation, development and partnership could only come from 
systematic learning and inquiry from “within the mess” (Gore, Bond and Steven, 2000: 84). The 
staff involved in Quality Enhancement Project have adopted an action research methodology by 
which they continually re-examine and evaluate the projects’ and their own objectives, methods 
and practices. This is achieved within teams, formed with various stakeholders at differing stages 
of the project, who then adjust and improve objectives, methods and practices as a consequence 
of their learning. 
 

Placing people back in the picture 
Information brokers need to engage people. 
 
Cultural change does not only involve structural re-arrangements but also personal commitment. 
Chang programs often fail due to a failure to manage the people side of the transformation. 
Information brokers need to also evaluate and disseminate objects of the ideological cultural 
phenomena (social sphere) [McAdam, 1998 #20]. 
 
Academic staff come to this changing environment with real and legitimate fears; fearing a loss of 
academic scholarship and freedom in the “corporatised university” (see Angelo 1999), Coady, 
1999 etc). The information broker is crucial in creating knowledge sharing, particularly about 
underlying fears and tensions, throughout phases of uncertainty and contradiction that inevitably 
accompany processes of change (Randolph 1995). My own personal experience that 
demonstrates this point involves a situation that raised tensions between my role as information 
broker and the needs of the senior managers who asked, “tell us what should we do?”. They 
wanted to  arrive at a solution before all relevant evidence had been gathered and issues had been 
thoroughly analysed. .The information broker creates a story that involves evaluation and reflection 
to test assumptions underlying plans and decisions. This leads to different questions about “how 
are we going” which then lead to further action. Because the natures of most problems are in fact 
dynamic and uncertain, Argyris (1997) argues that probabilistic reasoning (reasoning using 
probability analysis) is more realistic and more accurate in assessing the likelihood of 
accomplishing intended outcomes. This is often at odds with the demands of mangers who are 
focussed on outcomes rather than process. However, people often feel more comfortable with the 
false certainty that is generated by deterministic thinking and resist recognition of evidence that 
disconfirms their espoused theories. This tension may be resolved once most stakeholders have 
implanted a transformative modus operandi, and should be at least made explicit during the 
process of change. 
 
Bringing people back into the process of transformation and improvement requires incorporating 
qualitative aspects of behaviour into our assessments of institutional processes. This requires 
incorporating the “unmeasurable”, such as imagination, creativity, persistence and patience (Senge 
1999). There is currently a project being conducted in a large faculty of the university that involves 
enhancing Faculty administrative processes. The basis of the methodology involves helping staff to 
document their processes, and then developing evaluation loops in Faculty processes for the 
purposes of continuous improvement. However we have conducted this project by first talking to 
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the administrative staff involved about how they view themselves in relation to the processes they 
implement. Although early in the project, preliminary interview data has shown significant inter-
relationships between the person and their process. What they do becomes “who they are” in their 
job roles Therefore the implications of documenting and changing processes is met with fears 
about the subsequent changes to their roles, and in essence, their own sense of purpose in the 
job. We have found that a participatory, consultative approach which values individuals’ place 
within the system, has lead to unexpected enthusiasm, in so far as a frequent comment has been, 
“no one has ever asked my opinion before”. This approach, we predict will also help create a 
collegial and safe environment for any further change that will inevitably occur as a consequence 
of implementing quality assurance mechanisms to Faculty administrative processes. 
 

Communicating about the system and improvements to the system 
Information brokers need to be good story tellers. 
 
“Once [educators] come to see the bigger picture and understand how many pieces which make up the 
change puzzle are connected, [they] feel less the victims of powerful and mysterious forces and more 
confident about what to do when change is in the air” (Scott 1999 p.196 
 
 
Senge (1999) asks, “How do you create unity amidst diversity? How do you create an environment 
where there is something more important than people themselves?”. He suggests that in order to 
retain extraordinary people, the work must be worthy of their commitment. In the university, we can 
identity shared values. At Victoria University these are commitment to education, access and social 
justice, and development of innovation. These ideals need to be harnessed within the context of a 
bigger picture (i.e. the organisation as a whole). 
 
Organisations and institutions need to be analysed as a whole.  This involves linking units of 
activity together along organisational linkages (i.e. micro and macro perspectives which make up a 
system) (Randolph 1995). People need to understand and learn about the current system in order 
to see their place in it and ask relevant questions of it. Therefore information brokers play an 
important role in communicating about the system, making it explicit so that there is a widespread 
understanding of it. This requires developing mechanisms that disseminate information and 
promote feedback (Storey and Barnett 2000). More specifically, this involves continually surveying 
the current status of quality (i.e. how well the system is working), and disseminating that 
information widely for analysis (Vermeulen 1997; Tribus 1990; Morrison, Sargison et al. 1997) . 
This requires a commitment to communicating openly about weaknesses in the system as well as 
strengths, and this is often extremely difficult.  
 
In static systems information flows one way, usually from the top down. A critical factor to learning 
in an organisational context is the free flow of information that enables knowledge to be shared up 
and down the hierarchy. This gives people a real opportunity and competency to participate in 
making well informed choices in the process of managing issues that concern them (Romme and 
Witteloostuijn 1999) . Focussing on system also places value and utilises knowledge of individuals 
about their part of the system (see system approach to appraisal). Therefore questions for the 
information broker become: 
! Are we doing things right  
! Are we doing the right things  
! Can we participate in making well informed choices regarding strategies, objectives etc .  

 
This kind of focus leads people into viewing problems from within broader perspectives, so that 
they have a better capability to see how issues impact on different institutional levels. It leads 
people towards systems thinking. (Morrison, Sargison et al. 1997) . Systems thinking is the ability 
to see patterns of interrelationships that cut across boundaries and drive change. If people in the 
institution don’t understand the underlying systemic structures, often they just see symptoms and 
react to those with short term remedies (Senge, 1999) 
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This approach has significant impact on how improvement is measured and on how performance is 
appraised. The unit of analysis shifts away from the individual to the individual within the system. In 
this way, Juran’s edict that in most systems 85% of problems can usually be attributed to the 
system and 15% to the individual (Tribus 1990) . This has major implications for how people are 
managed within the workplace, and how individuals view change and transformation of their roles 
and work practices.  

Using tools for communication and growth 
“Power flows from ideas, not from people” (Senge 1999)   
 
Redistributing power through knowledge sharing is an important factor in the institutions capacity to 
learn and innovate to meet changing external demands. However this can be threatening to those 
individuals or units that have traditionally operated as gatekeepers of information. This was 
exemplified by a conversation I had with a colleague responsible for the analysis of institutional 
data in their organisation. His main concern about disseminating the data widely was that for many 
years he had been struggling with student administration who continually collected poor quality 
data, and as a result he could not distribute data he did not feel confident in. Inevitably the data 
had not been used for improvement purposes in the organisation. I argued that this was the very 
reason that no improvement in the quality of data had been achieved over the years. People in the 
university were not using the data, therefore they were not asking questions about the quality of 
the data. My colleague could not argue against the benefit of having many voices versus one, 
arguing for improvement in data quality from student administration.  
 
Senge 1999) suggests that we should measure for leaning rather than control. This can be difficult 
when we are also pressured to achieve parsimonious frameworks of measurement that are easy to 
understand. What we often achieve are the use of quantitative static indicators that do not directly 
indicate improvement in learning (nor especially student learning), and in fact are more likely to be 
geared towards meeting the requirements of formal accountability systems, or, to serving some 
tangential perception of reputation for the institution.  
 
The information broker has a role in contextualising indicators and qualifying their uses against 
actual behaviour. This could be achieved by a more creative use of statistics such as using 
correlational designs rather than experimental designs. Correlational designs capture patterns and 
movement in data rather than investigating differences across two or more populations. For 
example, the correlation between student progress ratio (SPR) and teacher/student ratio shows the 
strength and significance of that relationship and tells us in which direction it occurs. It indicates 
what influence a change in one part of the relationship will have on the other. This can be 
compared to investigating SPR's across programs to show how they differ across time. In this 
design, the influence of teacher/ student ratios are unseen and not included in the reasoning that 
lead to action for improving SPR’s. Although an overly simplified example, it displays how 
correlation designs better capture the complexity of the problem and therefore indicate more 
informed views of alternative solutions towards improvement. They develop probabilistic reasoning 
tools (see earlier discussion), which is more closely aligned to our daily cognitive reasoning. 
 
The information broker also has a role in demystifying statistics so that they are used by everyone 
in the organisation to plan and implement improvements, establishing a culture of evaluation within 
the institution. An example of this can be seen in Japanese companies where everyone in the 
system is involved in studying it and proposing how to improve it. Everyone keeps their own 
statistics and learns to use tools to investigate trends and correlations with other events. All 
employees compare notes when they meet and they discuss their performance with each other. 
These activates are analogous to evaluation activities in tertiary education, such as formative peer 
reviews of teaching, networking and to an extent mentoring. It is the job of the information broker to 
capture this informal and unregulated information, and with the use of appropriate tools, to tease 
out commonalities across the institution . In this way, platforms for discussion and comparison are 
created. Through repeated cycles of comparing and checking, new knowledge gradually 
accumulates. (Senge 1999; Tribus 1990). 
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Once there is a clear idea of what the message is, there are then issues of how you spread that 
message. Dissemination of information needs to be carried out in such a way as to maximise the 
chance of bringing about improvements in educational policy and practice.  
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“The first lesson to be learned is that dissemination does not necessarily lead to change. 
Dissemination means more than simply telling academic colleagues about excellent practice. 
Dissemination has been successful when educational practice has changed in response to the 
disseminated excellent practice” (Murphy 1999). 
 

The focus of knowledge management has been too focussed on IT solutions, and this is evident in 
the huge resources that have been allocated to management information systems (MIS) in most 
institutions across the tertiary sector. Although important, IT solutions tend to neglect people 
factors and instead are supply driven (i.e. focussed on making existing information more widely 
available), and plagued with specific IT agendas (Storey and Barnett 2000). Technology alone will 
not make a person with expertise share it with others and so the information broker again acts to 
link people to the product, in order to activate tacit knowledge.  
 
At Victoria University we are in the throws of bringing a new MIS on line. Until recently, the project 
had been poorly resourced, focussed on solutions of data warehousing at the expense or neglect 
of data use, and had received little support from academic staff. The real challenge has been in 
receiving appropriate input into the project, while dealing with conflicts that arise from tensions 
between the needs and demands of individuals and those of the University. In addition there has 
been the ongoing pressure by senior managers, who declare “it’s gotta happen now”. The 
inevitable result is in neglecting the end user’s needs to a certain level. Getting user group input in 
projects is critical, but not altogether simple or painless, particularly when value is not placed on 
establishing and maintaining real consultative processes.  This has been a particular a 
characteristic of the tertiary environment in relation to the implementation of IT projects. 
 
In response to some of these tensions,  the MIS team at Victoria University has structured training 
around real problems that users face on a daily basis. We have also established a user group, who 
will effectively operate as an action learning team, advancing the use of the MIS within their own 
departments and more widely across the university. They will be critical in the promotion of the MIS 
as a tool used in improvement and planning cycles, and report templates that are created will 
reflect the reporting needs of the quality enhancement framework. In this way, the technology will 
not only be “owned” by a diverse group of users, but its use will be incorporated into the daily 
activities of users through reporting regimes. More importantly, the action learning group will focus 
on continually improving the MIS (the technology), how it is used (the social / individual 
perspective) and the institutions capability to learn from the data reported (the system) 

The Electronic Portfolio: A web based tool for modelling transformation: The Urban 
Universities Portfolio Project  

The Quality Enhancement Project is conducting a trial of an electronic portfolio for the purposes of 
providing an approach and mechanism to: 
! Unify diverse approaches to quality within the university (through proximity in cyberspace) 
! Link people to processes within the context of a quality framework 
! Provide a dynamic tool for the purposes of assessment, learning and knowledge sharing, 

and accountability 
! Demystify and contextualise quantitative information used for assessment purposes 
! Encourage knowledge sharing through the use of responsive feedback tools and electronic 

forums  
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Regional accrediting bodies in the United States are piloting a methodology for review that is more 
conducive to continuous improvement models for assessing quality, that link technology to people 
and process. The Urban Universities Portfolio Project (UUPP): Assuring Quality for Multiple Publics 
is a national initiative aimed at developing a new medium, the institutional portfolio, for 
communicating about the work and effectiveness of urban public higher education. 

The institutional portfolios is the newest variation in the portfolio concept, with a focus on themes 
and emphasis on learning.  It is a focussed selection of authentic work, data and information, that 
serves as vehicles for capturing the distinctive characteristics, work and accomplishments of urban 
public universities.  The portfolio forms the basis for  new approaches to both internal improvement 
and external evaluation of institutional effectiveness.  Over the course of the last year-and-a-half, 
UUPP universities have found that creating an institutional portfolio brings about substantial 
internal benefits.  The complexity of the project demands broad campus involvement, creating an 
occasion for large segments of the university to think together about how particular practices, 
programs and initiatives connect with one another and contribute to overall institutional mission.  
This collaboration is helping to build institutional identity and community, developing and 
reinforcing shared visions and commitments that lead to meaningful institutional change and 
improvement.  It exemplifies knowledge sharing. 

The Portfolio approach links learning, improvement and accountability, and provides a platform for 
people to share knowledge, language and identity.  Similarly to Victoria University, urban public 
universities are pioneering innovations in teaching non-traditional students, widening access, and 
engaging with their communities.  But such work is not reflected in prevailing rating and ranking 
approaches, which tend to focus on resources and inputs and to assume a traditional paradigm for 
higher education institutions and students. The missions and accomplishments of urban 
universities and the particular challenges they face may thus be poorly understood by such 
external stakeholders as accreditors, state governments, students and parents, and the 
communities the universities serve.  One purpose of the UUPP is to build greater public awareness 
of the contributions of urban public universities and to establish benchmarks that will allow them to 
be compared with appropriate peers. 

The electronic portfolio web sites evolve continuously, demonstrating changes and improvements 
unfolding over real time.  In this way, the portfolio incorporates a commitment to continuous, rather 
than episodic, self-assessment and improvement. It demonstrate the university’s skills in self- 
assessment and improvement. As the portfolios develop, the UUPP is experimenting with ways in 
which site visits and electronic institutional portfolios might complement one another, leading to 
new approaches that external evaluators, especially accreditors, might use to learn about and 
evaluate institutions.   

Experimental visits in Spring 2000 and Spring 2001 will use the portfolios and other evidence 
provided by the universities to examine learning outcomes as well as institutions’ processes for 
assuring educational quality and effectiveness.  Visitors will consider such questions as:  How has 
the institution developed systems for assessing its own performance?  What are the standards of 
evidence?  What are the results? The Spring 2000 visits will combine virtual “visits” to the portfolio 
sites with physical visits to the universities. The project will study how virtual visits can be done 
most effectively, and how actual visits change when they follow virtual ones.   
 

In Brief: Can a Portfolio model work for Australian Universities? 
Benefits? 
! Speaks to multiple audiences; interactive, visual and evidential; 
! Incorporates variety of views of quality from the university community in a dynamic, 

collegial, responsive way; 
! Vehicle for ongoing internal reflection and improvement; 
! Brings together assessment, improvement and accountability (in a dynamic transformative 

context); 
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! Serves multiple purposes well; 
! Does not entail prescription, administration and maintenance of a quality framework ; 
! Can be linked to platforms in the Strategic Plan; 
! Supported by Urban Universities Portfolio Project research and personnel, no fees or 

intellectual property negotiation required. 
 

Disadvantages? 
! Website construction and maintenance is resource intensive; 
! External accreditors and auditors may have trouble interfacing with the portfolio model 

(particularly where they are equipped to monitor more traditional quality management 
systems). 

 
The Portfolio is a creative use of a familiar approach coupled with technology that differs 
substantially from the traditional university website. The differences are qualitative; a university’s 
web site is informative, the Portfolio makes a point, analogous to a persuasive essay; the Portfolio 
shows evidence that what we are doing works; the Portfolio shows that we are improving; and is 
frank about our weaknesses, unlike the university website.  It exemplifies transformative ideals 
within a dynamic context that relies on engaging people from multiple levels of the institution. 
 

Concluding Remarks 
“You must be the change you wish to see in the world” Ghandi 
 
It is important that we place the learner as central to quality in higher education, but with that 
recognise that the learner is both the individual student, and the organisation.  To learn we have to 
have an environment that allows for mistakes and is forgiving – universities should be, however 
governments are not. Responding in a market driven economy means that mistakes do matter. 
The key factor is in the ability to appropriately target different perspectives at different processes, 
and contextual situations within organisations. This may be represented within a system as a line 
of best fit mapped over multiple systems, systems that link formative and summative processes in 
a coherent institutional framework that encourages shared knowledge rather than compliance. The 
information broker is required to model transformation by continually assessing the learning 
capabilities of the institution and fine tuning information, tools and mechanisms to increase those 
capabilities.  In addition, this process of assessment must consider people, processes and 
systems, in an attempt to link distinct levels of activity together. 
 
In this paper we have discussed the transformation required from institutional researcher to 
information broker as involving the following undertakings: 
 
! Create learning opportunities  
! Create knowledge  
! Disseminate knowledge 
! Lead by example (model transformation) 
! Engage people 
! Be a good story teller and communicate about the system 
! Seek power in ideas by using tools creatively and appropriately.  

 
The challenge for the information broker involves moving away from a focus on outcomes to a 
focus on creating links between people, policy, process and data in order to enhance improvement 
opportunities within the institution, and therefore achieve better outcomes. 
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