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ABTRACT

There is considerable debate in higher education sectors internationally over the appropriate
frameworks to employ for assessing the quality of higher education. Most contentious are
those which are derived from models specifically designed for industry or business.  The
argument commonly advanced against them is that higher education and universities in
particular, are unique institutions, unlike any others, and therefore these models lack validity
and cannot be useful. This paper argues against this view and draws on the experience of an
Australian university to demonstrate that, despite shortcomings and limitations, models
derived from industry or business, can have useful elements which may be relevant and
valuable in the higher education context. It particularly demonstrates the utility of the
Baldrige Performance Excellence Framework (BPEF) to higher education, arguing it can be
used to build on criteria that universities have traditionally assessed, such as research output
and student pass rates.  It can allow for the ‘changing of minds’ regarding the applicability of
business models to universities, through the alignment of these approaches with academic
values of scholarship and collegiality, by at least providing a starting point for ongoing
discussions around shared meanings in relation to quality and improvement.



Introduction

Western countries vary in the approaches they have adopted for assuring the quality of higher
education. In addition, it is clear that the frameworks established for external monitoring can
have different purposes and diverse and sometimes unforeseen consequences. The form that
these frameworks take is important because different external frameworks influence the
options for developing internal frameworks and offer particular forms of leverage for staff in
the sector who are concerned to achieve quality improvements. Despite the undisputed
importance of external monitoring frameworks within the sector, this paper argues that what
is of greater importance for achieving improvements is the framing of internal quality
programs.

There is considerable debate in the higher education sectors of western countries over the
most appropriate internal frameworks to employ for implementing and assessing quality.
Most contentious are those which are derived from models designed for industry or business.
The argument commonly advanced against them is that higher education and universities in
particular, are unique institutions, unlike any others and that these models lack validity in the
higher education context. This paper argues against this view and draws on the experience of
one Australian university to demonstrate that models derived from business can be useful and
relevant in higher education. The paper analyses the construction, implementation and
evaluation of a model which drew heavily from the Business Performance Excellence Model.

Commentators have noted the elusive nature of the term ‘quality’ as it is applied to higher
education. Thinking about what constitutes ‘quality’ in education and training has spawned
many different operational definitions. Harvey and Green (1993) provide a range of concepts
to explain quality in education. They define it as:

ß achieving excellence - the ‘exceptional’;

ß ‘perfection’ (or consistency) - such as demonstrating conformance to a standard;

ß ‘fitness-for-purpose’ – appropriateness to situation;

ß providing ‘value-for-money’;

ß ‘transformation’ (or improvement) of the learner - through the empowerment and
value-adding effects of learning (Harvey, 1998).

Obviously, different understandings of quality will lead to different approaches to the
development and implementation of quality programs.  It is therefore important to be clear
which understandings are being employed in any context. More importantly, as this paper will
show, none of the definitions above preclude the use of a business quality model.

Unpacking the notion of ‘business’

Within the higher education sector there has been considerable resistance to the
corporatisation of universities which has occurred at an accelerating rate across the last two
decades.  Many have expressed scepticism over the benefits of conceptualising ‘students’ as
‘clients’ or ‘customers’; of conceptualising universities as businesses; of education as a
marketplace and academics as entrepreneurs. The recent debates over managerialism in
Australian higher education can also be understood as debates over different conceptions of
universities. The title of a recent Australian conference, The Idea of a University: Enterprise
or Academy? (Kinnear 2001), suggests that there are an opposing set of conceptions of
universities.

The mistrust of the application of business concepts to universities springs from many
sources.  One source is the idea that universities are unique social institutions with special
missions and traditions which, it is argued, should remain inviolate.  Business, and its
association with profit making, is perceived as antithetical to proponents of this position.
Another is the anti-managerialist ethos evident in Australian universities in the 1990s, which,
according to Sharrock (2000), did little to promote constructive debate over good
management in universities. This ethos can also be perceived as contributing to a scepticism



about the application of business principles to anything other than the financial management
of universities.

Conceptions of business are mis-aligned with values in higher education that are underpinned
by the assumed ‘intrinsic’ nature of quality in universities. Winter and Sarros (2002) found
that Australian academics expressed value conflict with respect to corporate reforms across
the higher education sector. A corporate focus on entrepreneurialism was seen as conflicting
with academic pressures and the professional role of educating and facilitating learning. For
some in universities it would be true to say that the values associated with quality are aligned
with discourses that privilege notions of scholarship. Pennington (1998) asserts that values
about quality are ‘implicit in the ideals of scholarship [and] came to be seen by many in the
academic community as a sufficient safeguard for the achievement of the quality of outcomes
of investment by the community in higher education.’ However, new frameworks for quality
assurance in higher education in Australia demand greater levels of accountability and
scrutiny, not necessarily guaranteed by an adherence to scholarly ideals.

Universities on the whole have not found it easy to decide on appropriate models for
enhancing and assuring quality at the whole of institution level. Industry and business, on the
other hand, have a history that stretches across the twentieth century of doing precisely this,
for example, they have employed Total Quality Management System approaches, the work of
Deming, Baldrige and others. It is therefore not surprising that some in higher education
would investigate the applicability of industry and business models, or at least some elements
of them, to higher education and ask the question: is there anything of value we can take from
these approaches? It is also not surprising that those in business would see opportunities to
expand the applicability of their business oriented models to education. In the US according
to Calhoun (2002) Baldrige is a widely used model by a wide range of different organisations
because it ‘identifies what ought to be done without specifying how it should be done’. The
Baldrige Performance Excellence Model (BPEF) has been reformulated specifically for
education and some schools and universities in the US have used it and found that it produced
good outcomes (Siri and Miller 2001; Daniels 2002).

Despite these positive assessments of the BPEF others have been less sanguine about its value
in higher education. In assessing the applicability of the Baldrige Performance Excellence
Framework (BPEF) to higher education, Houston (2002) argues that the BPEF model is
ineffective because the boundary judgements that have been applied are based on assumptions
about business organisations that are not directly relevant to universities.  He argues that the
model is limited in its scope regarding the elements that define ‘excellence’ in universities,
and in particular that the university is primarily an organisation that serves broad social needs
rather than those of the market economy. While we agree that assumptions about
organisational type differ between business and universities, neither category is as
homogenous as Houston would have us believe. Instead, both ‘business’ and ‘university’
describe many different and overlapping types of organisations. In addition, in recognition of
changing drivers in the economy more businesses are adhering to principles that are focussed
on the social good, and universities in Australia are doing more business. This paper argues
against the view that models derived from business or industry are, in essence, inapplicable to
the higher education context.

Rather than arguing that the business model fails to capture the nature of specific roles,
obligations and responsibilities of universities, we would argue that universities in Australia
have for too long engaged in lack lustre relationships with their students. It is only with the
pressures and demands from students who now pay (since the introduction of HECS in 1988),
that students are given clearer statements from teaching staff about a myriad of matters that
we now assume to be essential to the process of good teaching, such as subject outlines,
learning objectives, expectations and outcomes for assessments and educational support
information. The criteria used in the BPEF, in fact, promote student centred approaches to
implementing quality teaching and educational support.

Arguing against Houston’s (2002, p. 1155) claim that “the assumption that universities can be
evaluated using business excellence criteria is dangerous …and could have far reaching
consequences”, we argue instead that business excellence criteria can add value to a



framework for evaluating a higher education institution. The BPEF criteria can be used to
build on criteria that universities have traditionally assessed, such as research output and
student pass rates. The benchmarked criteria allow for the uncovering of elements that
universities have usually avoided evaluating, such as reward structures, symbols of power,
relationships between people and among groups and internal political dynamics. Universities
have in the main neglected these aspects due to a collegial ‘hands-off’ culture, with
hierarchical management structures and complex committee structures, that serve to
perpetuate resistance to change and slow decision making (Morrison et al. 1997). The BPEF,
like any model, necessarily has limitations. However, it has proved a valuable benchmarking
source in the development of evaluation criteria that comprise the Quality Indicators Model
(QIM) at Victoria University.

Developing a Model: the Case of VU

As part of an evolving response to quality issues across the last decade, and in response to the
establishment of Australian Universities Quality Agency (AUQA), Victoria University
developed a quality program, comprising an action research project to develop a Quality
Enhancement Framework for higher education and a model for institutional self review. As
part of this preliminary work, Victoria University explored different quality management
systems used in education and business, both in Australia and internationally. Criteria for
assessing an appropriate model were derived from shared values elicited through the research
process involving staff and students. An appropriate model was judged to be one that
accommodated:

• A definition of quality that includes both fitness for purpose and enhancement of
learners.

• Collegial approaches, whereby maximum advantage can be taken of collective
wisdom through a focus on sharing good practice;1

• A focus on global best practice;

• A centrally managed/ locally tailored approach;

• A safe and self reflective culture through the promotion of a culture of change and
innovation which focuses on learning and improvement.

The model would be one that would preserve the focus on learning, teaching and research as
core functions of the University and which potentially could be expanded to encompass the
TAFE Division, therefore involving a whole of institution approach.

The Baldrige Performance Excellence Model (BPEF: National Institute of Standards and
Technology; NIST, 2002), and in particular its Education criteria, was identified as providing
an appropriate starting point for developing a VU specific model2. It was determined that the
BPEF would need to be tailored to the Australian situation and the University’s particular
context.

The new model’s structure, its categories and criteria, were developed by closely scrutinising
key aspects of the University’s strategic documents, (the University’s Strategic Plan, the
Higher Education Strategic Plan and the University’s Learning and Teaching Strategy), and
then overlaying these against relevant criteria from 25 Core Benchmarks recommended by
McKinnon et al (1999)3, By using this approach the University could draw criteria from
benchmarked quality models and current best practice in the higher education sector
nationally and internationally.

                                                       
1 Derived from ideas from Gibson et.al (2000).
2 At the time of development, the Australian Quality Council’s Business Excellence model had not
developed education criteria; see http://www.businessexcellenceaustralia.com.au/
3 The Core Benchmarks include criteria such as contributions to quality of learning and teaching and
contributions to research, learning and teaching, fitness of courses, internationalisation, governance and
leadership, planning, organisational climate, reputation of the university, competitiveness, and financial
operating result, strategic human resource planning, and staff career development.



In the development stages of the model, the rating scales used in the BPEF were abandoned,
with the University choosing instead to structure the model around evaluative criteria,
performance measures and good practice strategies within each category.

Victoria University’s Quality Indicators Model (QIM) was developed to evaluate approaches,
strategies, results and improvements in all areas of University against externally benchmarked
criteria. By concentrating attention on current performance and future improvements, it
encourages reviewers to address the issues of institutional capacity and capability, that is, to
focus on what is required to achieve the University’s strategic priorities. Crucially and
deliberately, for the most part it also cuts across organisational units

In summary, the key features of a Business Excellence Model, which the University has
incorporated into its quality model, include the adoption of:

• a systems perspective and a whole of organisation approach;

• integrated review categories and criteria;

• external reference points for assessing quality;

• an ADRI approach;

• continuous review and revising of categories and criteria.

In Table 1, the newly developed model’s category structure is contrasted with categories of
the BPEF and the University’s strategic foci. What is clear from this contrast is the expansion
of categories that has occurred through using criteria from McKinnon et al (1999) and by
adapting the BPEF. Without the use of external criteria to test internally generated strategic
priorities, important areas such as Staffing, Internationalisation and Leadership may not have
been incorporated into the University’s Quality Enhancement Framework.

Table 1

Contrasting BPEF Criteria – Education, QIM Criteria and Strategic Foci for
Victoria University

BPEF Education Criteria Strategic Foci 2002 - 2005 QIM Criteria4

Leadership Quality Learning Learning

Strategic Planning Research Research and Research Training

Student and Stakeholder Focus Student Outcomes

Course Management

Educational Support Infrastructure
and Programs

Information and Analysis Strategic Engagement Leadership and External
Engagement

Faculty and Staff Focus Internationalisation

Educational and Support Process
Management

Staff

Organisational Performance
Results.

Management Processes

Financial Resilience

Institutional Infrastructure

Quality Improvement Information and Communication

The categories of the QIM are descriptive of the University’s major areas of activity. They reflect the
particular mission of the University, as well as incorporating important enabling categories such as
Information and Communication, Leadership and Educational Support. These categories support the
‘community of scholars pursuing higher learning’ identified by Houston (2002) as central to definitions
of universities. The adaptation of the BPEF in this way avoids the ‘danger’ predicted in Houston’s
critique of the applicability to universities of business models while recognising the changing nature of
universities’ relationships with the community.

The Model in Practice
                                                       
4 Note: Organisational Performance Results was incorporated into each quality criteria rather
as a separate category in the model



In 2002 the University embarked on an institutional self review (ISR). The ISR process had
several interrelated objectives. Firstly, it provided a means for ensuring that the University had in
place appropriate and effective quality assurance mechanisms. Secondly, it enabled the
University to evaluate institutional performance and effectiveness against externally
benchmarked criteria and to identify areas of good practice, as well as areas in need of
improvement. Importantly, the review was a means by which the newly developed model could
be reviewed, validated and refined.

A two-tiered review process, with the option of forming a third tier, was developed for the
management and implementation of the ISR process.  Major responsibility for the conduct of the
review rested with the second tier, the Category committees.  Expert committees were
established for each category of the model, with chairs of Category committees forming a
Steering Group to oversee the review and consolidate findings at the whole of institution level.

Category committees comprised representatives of the areas which have knowledge and
expertise relating to each category and the criteria to be reviewed. It was also anticipated that,
as required, Category committees would draw on the data/information available to them
through other sources within the University. While the QIM specified the criteria,
performance measures and benchmarks against which the review should take place, Category
committees were responsible for managing their own conduct of the review process. This
ensured the accommodation of locally developed and tailored processes within the larger
institutional review process. This included specifying the scope for review, determining the
most appropriate method/s to use in the conduct of the review; and facilitating the
dissemination of information and good practice to the wider University community through
the University’s quality website.

Evaluation of the Model

Evaluation of the model and the ISR was built into the implementation process at several
points: after the initial development of the model but prior to implementation, as part of the
review process and immediately after the completion of the ISR.

The framework for evaluating the model also considered the claims made by the NIST (2002)
about the benefits of the BPEF model. NIST (2002) claim that the use of the BPEF model in
an organisation:

¸  Helps improve practices by implementing a systematic evaluative model within the
university;

¸ Is aligned with quality principles of learner centeredness;

¸ Provides external assessment opportunities;

¸ Will facilitate communication and sharing of best practice information;

¸  May serve as a working tool for understanding and improving organisational
performance, and guiding planning and training;

¸ Helps to eliminate language barriers (eg quality jargon);

¸ Is based on a framework that is continuously reviewed and updated based on industry
best practice.

Prior to the implementation of the model in the ISR, a consultant was commissioned5 to
provide an independent assessment of the model’s criteria in relation to its:

• Alignment with the University’s strategies and objectives;

• Alignment with the University’s structural and cultural features;

• Consistency of purpose;

• Workability for reviewing and reporting processes; and
                                                       
5Robert Carmichael, then Manager, Quality and Education Development Unit, Swinburne
University, Australia, (now employed by AUQA),



• Application to external demands (in particular to AUQA).

Carmichael (2002), who conducted the evaluation of the model, provided a favourable
assessment of the QIM. He provided external confirmation that the University had developed
a model which had as its primary focus internal quality enhancement, but which was well able
to assist the University in meeting external quality monitoring and reporting requirements. In
his view, an appropriate balance had been achieved between internal self-assessment and
external reporting. This had been the clear intention of those responsible for developing the
model. He commented that:

The QIM provides a well-developed framework for a systematic and rigorous process
of institutional self-review. .(2002: 5)

At the same time…it is clear that the ‘external demands’ of AUQA can be met by the
systematic use of the QIM. (2002: 5)

The University had also been concerned to ensure that the relationship between strategic
planning and quality enhancement is logical and workable. Carmichael noted that the focus in
the Strategic Plan was on the planning and implementation phases of the University’s
business cycle, while the QIM, in his view correctly, focuses on the more obviously ‘quality’
issues: monitoring and review (2002: 1).

He found that the QIM provided a ‘coherent structure’ for achieving alignment with the
University’s broad strategies and objectives. He commented that this has been primarily
achieved by:

• Placing ‘quality enhancement’ within the broader context of institutional and
academic planning, monitoring and reporting processes; and by

• Providing a useful set of ‘categories’ for organisation-wide reviews of quality, via the
mechanism of the ‘Quality Improvement Model’ (QIM) (2002:1-2).

Carmichael found the framework entirely consistent in giving equal weight to both quality
assurance and quality improvement (2002: 4).

He also observed that the QIM uses an essentially ‘fitness-for-purpose’ definition of quality,
but one that in an educational context has been tempered by the more traditional notions of
quality as ‘standards’ or ‘academic excellence’ (2002: 3). This he considered to be consistent
with the operational definition of quality used by AUQA. ‘Fitness-for-purpose’ is also totally
consistent with ISO 9001:2000 and AQTF usage.

He noted that the QIM categories fall into two distinct groups: the Higher Education
Division’s core business (Learning, Research and Educational Support); and the ‘enabling
categories’ (all the other categories).  Carmichael commented that this distinction is consistent
with the fitness-for-purpose proposition and clearly acknowledges the nature of the mission of
the Higher Education Division and its relationship with the organisational structure (2002: 3).

He commented directly on the incorporation of elements of the Business Excellence Model in
the University’s model and, specifically, the use of ADRI. He stated:

Concerns that some members of the academic community might have about an
‘overly business orientation’ in such a framework is offset by an emphasis on the
adoption of a ‘learner focused orientation’, use of ‘contextually relevant’ benchmarks
from the McKinnon ‘Benchmarking for Australian Universities’ manual, and the
adoption of appropriate educational terminology in the relevant review categories. In
my opinion the author has done a good job of adapting an established methodology
from the business excellence models used in different parts of the globe, while at the
same time acknowledging the need for a ‘contextually sensitive’ approach to the
review of quality in the Higher Education Division.  (Carmichael 2002)

As part of the ISR process each committee, supported by the Quality and Strategic Support
Branch, drafted a report following a template which included a question about the
effectiveness of the model. After the ISR, participants in the review were surveyed to elicit



their perceptions of the benefits of the model and the ISR process. Survey questions
comprised both quantitative and open ended questions.

The  authors used both of these sources to evaluate the model and the process. They
conducted a thematic analysis of the qualitative responses separately, and then interpreted the
themes together. The outcomes of both quantitative and qualitative data are reported below.

The ISR Process: ‘An Excellent Starting Point’

The evaluation outcomes indicate that those who participated in the ISR process were
generally positive about it, and that for a number of participants, their knowledge and
understanding of quality in higher education increased. The outcomes emphasise that the
construction of a model and its implementation are two separate but interrelated processes.
The evaluation process suggests that not all aspects of the model and the implementation
process were equally well understood. It confirmed the understanding that some of the
committees had engaged with the model on a partial basis. More importantly it also confirmed
that there was little opposition to employing a model with business components. However, the
relevance of the particular performance measures and benchmarks was questioned, but not the
need for appropriate measures.

The ISR as a process received a favourable evaluation. Eighty per cent of those who
responded to the individual evaluation forms considered that moderate or great progress had
been made in assessing current performance in relation to each category. Further, 88 per cent
considered that moderate or great progress had been made in identifying significant
improvements in relation to each category.

These quantitative findings were reinforced by positive comments in Category committee
reports and by individuals in relation to the ISR process. The process was perceived as
marking a starting point.  One participant observed:

I see this process as an excellent starting point and something that can lead onto
significant developments in the long run.

This theme of the ISR as providing a strong base was echoed by others. One said that the
Institutional Self Review had been ‘an excellent first step in establishing an informed quality
monitoring system/continuous improvement cycle…’. Another said, ‘I have now seen the
beginnings of a commitment to quality improvement that I hadn’t seen previously’.  Another
commented that it represented a ‘significant “buy-in” by VU to quality improvement’.

Yet others commented on its value in raising awareness. For example, one committee
commented that it was effective in, ‘raising awareness of members about important issues’ in
relation to the specific category. Another commented that the review process had been
‘energising’ and that it had ‘provided a forum for cross-pollination’, as well as providing the
opportunity ‘to understand the culture and characteristics of other areas within the
organisation’.

Another participant said that, ‘it has made people aware’, whilst another stated that, ‘I have
gained a greater understanding of  … quality within the higher education sector at VU’.

For some staff members, the process was perceived to lead to a more focused approach to
planning change.

The review provided the opportunity for the organisation to evaluate what quality
processes are in place or perhaps more importantly what is not in place and to reflect
on the findings.

One spoke of the process as assisting those associated with particular areas to ‘adopt a more
strategic approach’ and another commented that it ‘gave good guidance as to future strategy’.
In this context a participant observed that the process resulted in the ‘development of practical
recommendations at a strategic level’. One of the committees observed that the process and
model provided, ‘a general sense of accomplishment’ for staff involved in identifying the
strengths and weaknesses in current practices.



There were several comments by participants on the high level of commitment to conduct a
review with integrity. According to one, ‘There seemed to be a genuine desire to see change
in the area.’  Another stated:

Those on the category committee were really intent on continuous improvement and
honestly assessing where we are and where we should be.

These findings confirm that the ISR process developed the understanding and awareness of
many of the participants.  In accordance with the claims made by NIST (2002), the adaptation
of the BPEF at VU did appear to facilitate communication across organisational units within
the University, leading to sharing of good practice in some areas. These findings also
illustrate the model’s utility as a tool for increasing the understanding of ‘quality’ for
members of the organisation that engaged in the ISR process.

A Partial Engagement

The outcomes of the evaluation by committees and individual participants indicated that the
committees as a whole had engaged with the model on a partial basis and that, in the
implementation process, some elements of the model were privileged over other elements.
This finding is supported by the committee reports, minutes of meetings and by the anecdotal
evidence of the members of the Quality and Strategic Support Branch who participated in the
committees in a facilitative role.

The model, described earlier, comprised several integrated elements. It was presented to the
steering group and Category committees for operationalisation through a table which
displayed the elements of the model and the criteria or sub-categories to be reviewed for each
category. The steering group, which comprised all of the chairs of the Category committees,
strongly endorsed the use of ADRI and the Category committees, accordingly, adopted and
adapted it to facilitate the review of each category. In contrast to the wholehearted
endorsement of ADRI, some committees showed a reluctance to engage fully with the
elements of the model which required them to address performance and to consider and report
on performance against external reference points. To varying degrees, the committees
generally focused more on establishing what quality processes existed and whether they were
complete in terms of ‘closing the loop’.

The committee reports and evaluations in relation to the model suggested that participants
generally found that the categories selected for review were appropriate (74%). Thus we can
conclude that they considered that the model described the organisation appropriately. In
terms of the use of ADRI, however, the response was more ambivalent with 48 per cent of
individual respondents agreeing or strongly agreeing that ADRI was an effective means by
which to analyse the categories and sub-categories.

The committees, in formulating their reports, were asked to comment on the model and this
resulted in assessments which indicated that it had provided a useful base on which to build,
together with suggestions regarding areas for improvement. One committee commented that it
was:

…a useful starting guide that provided members  with criteria and benchmarks …
and identified good practice for quality enhancement.

Another noted that it, ‘established benchmarks for analysis and methodologies useful in
subsequent review processes’. Several other committees commented that the tools and
methodologies developed for this process would be useful for later reviews.

Other comments received from committees included the observation that the model:

… as it was first presented was difficult to work with. … However, it set parameters
that were easy to work with and was developed and refined through the process
itself’.

Other comments included the observation that it was unclear whether the primary emphasis
was on reviewing quality systems or the University’s performance in relation to the categories
and the observation that it could have, ‘provided for the analysis of overlap and linkages
between various strategic categories’.



With respect to ADRI specifically, one committee observed that the ADRI template was a
‘simple and effective tool in raising the consciousness of members to focus on relevant
issues’.

There are several explanations for these different perspectives on the model.  One is quite
simply that the representatives on the committees had different levels of knowledge and
understanding of ADRI prior to the review. This is supported by a number of individual
evaluations recommending briefings on the use of ADRI prior to any future reviews which
employ this approach. Another is that this approach is not as readily adaptable to all areas of a
university’s operations as it initially appeared. Further, the committee reports suggested that
there was confusion in some committees in their understanding of ‘results’ and
‘improvement’ as there was a tendency to conflate the two. It should also be noted that the
scope of the work required of the committees was broad and that the review was intended to
achieve the maximum in the shortest timeframe in order to limit the demands on staff
members’ time. This inevitably had a constraining effect on the committees which had to
determine what they could achieve within the agreed timeframe.

It is evident from the comment cited above that some committees grappled with the issue of
the extent to which their role involved investigating and assessing quality processes as
opposed to assessing current performance. The emphasis on the use of ADRI accentuated this
uncertainty as ADRI directs attention to quality processes and even ‘results’ can be
understood as the results of the process and reported in terms of the process. This potential
circularity in the ADRI approach requires that users be especially clear about the aims of any
review.

The committees were encouraged to consider and report on performance and outcomes via
identified performance indicators derived from Baldrige (2002) and McKinnon (1999). The
evaluation showed that the committees varied in the extent to which they engaged with these
performance indicators and the extent to which they found them relevant. Individual
evaluations showed that the committees did not, in general, perceive the Baldrige Education
performance measures or the McKinnon benchmarks as especially useful. However, the
reports suggested that the provision of these key performance indicators (KPIs) and
benchmarks as part of the model motivated committees to discuss them and subsequently a
number of recommendations were made by the committees to investigate or to develop
appropriate KPIs for some categories or sub-categories.

These findings appear to confirm claims made by NIST (2002), in that the adaptation of
BPEF at VU did provide opportunities for external assessment. The presence of preliminary
benchmarks included in the model was a useful springboard to discussion about appropriate
benchmarks. However an important lesson learnt was the need to include a pre-review stage
where appropriate processes for achieving consensus on performance measures can be
conducted., This requires time and resources.

For some categories there are well-known performance indicators. For example for Research
and Research Training the Higher Educational Profiles reporting process requires universities
to report annually to the Department of Education Science and Training (DEST) against a set
of standard indicators. For other categories, such as Learning or Educational Support
Infrastructure and Programs, performance indicators and benchmarks are not readily available
and in some cases need to be developed.

Tensions and Cross Currents

Although the ISR process elicited many positive observations, some participants expressed
reservations about aspects of the process. One area of concern manifested itself in scepticism
that the ISR would have any long-term impact on the University, and another can be
described as a concern over the independence of the process.

Several participants emphasised that the completion of the Self Review should not be the end
point of the process. One said:

There was no implementation plan “after” the reports were approved. It is unclear
that the process adopted will result in the issues being addressed.



Another stated that theSelf review, ‘should not be allowed to end, but rather [it should] be
extended to incorporate a fuller cycle of review, development, improvement, monitoring and
review’. This scepticism was also expressed another way:

It is all very well to look at and identify the problems but if there is no follow-up
action taken, then what is the point.

These comments emphasise the importance in a review of ensuring that participants know
what will happen after it has been completed, that is, how their participation will contribute to
change that is beneficial to the organisation.  Members of the University require sufficient
trust that their efforts will be regarded as purposeful. This requires a commitment to the
principles underpinning the model, that is, to continuous improvement and to creating a safe
and self reflective culture. These findings confirm those of Winter and Sarros (2002) who
found that academics perceived positive benefits in some of the corporate reforms to higher
education, including the quality agenda where the outcomes were perceived  to coincide with
values of scholarship and collegiality. Comments from members of VU reflected a concern
that the review should not be an end in itself, but should lead to change to issues that matter to
staff and students.

A few comments were received which questioned the independence of the process. The
process had been based on an ‘expert committee’ approach which meant that the
representatives on each committee were, for the most part, staff members and managers with
a knowledge and often responsibility for the area under review. Some participants in their
evaluations drew attention to weaknesses in this approach.  One commented that the process
could be improved by having, ‘chairs that don’t have a personal investment in the outcomes’.
Another observed that the information obtained, ‘would have been more reliable if managers
did not review their own areas of responsibility’. Yet another was critical of using senior
managers as chairs in the process because, ‘there is the potential for them to overly influence
the conduct, content and outcomes of the review’.

Individual evaluations showed that 65 per cent of respondents either agreed or strongly agreed
that the expert committee approach for conducting the review was effective. A significant 28
per cent disagreed. This response rate and comments can be variously interpreted. On the one
hand it can be understood in the context of an anti-managerial ethos which exists in
universities. However, more convincing explanations can be found by considering the context
in which the expert committees were deployed. In the planning phase, prior to the
implementation of the ISR, it had been agreed that implementation would centre on ‘self’
review and would take place via the ‘expert committee’ approach. The purpose was to
encourage the University to engage in critical self evaluation and to bring together managers
and staff, as well as other stakeholders, with the necessary organisational knowledge and also
with the power to recommend and ensure that changes were implemented if necessary.
Ownership of the process was seen as crucial for its longer term success. The alternative was
to implement a process which was perceived to be independent, but which might have lacked
credibility with the key people responsible for managing the implementation of outcomes. In
practice very few of the Category committees were chaired by the senior manager responsible
for the area. This is because the majority of categories selected for review cut across
organisational boundaries.

These comments are neither surprising nor should they be dismissed. They reflect the reality
in higher education that both approaches have advantages and disadvantages and, whichever
was adopted, would lead to legitimate criticisms. The model, it should be noted, can be
applied equally well using either approach. The method of implementation, however, needs to
be aligned with the goals of the review. Further, the tension between the two approaches can
easily be resolved by amending the categories so that they are all cross-institutional. Finally, it
should be noted that several Category committees commented in their reports that the expert
committee approach could be considered as the first stage of an ongoing process in which
other processes might be adopted.

Using a Business Model: Adding Value



Houston (2002) claims that applying business models to higher education can be ‘dangerous’.
This excessive claim is not substantiated by the case described in this paper.  The case of
Victoria University demonstrates, to the contrary, that such a model can add value to a higher
education evaluation or review framework if it is appropriately adapted and if there is
appropriate preparation prior to implementation.

Victoria University’s experience shows that it is important to select carefully the categories
that are used to describe an institution for review purposes. There are advantages and
disadvantages in basing categories on single organisational functions and units and these need
to be weighed against the aims of the review. ADRI, a recognised tool, offers a deceptively
simple approach for conducting a review. However, its application in the ISR showed that the
cycle can be interpreted as focusing attention on either process results or performance results
and that the intention needs to be clearly specified at the outset. Our experience also showed
that professional development needs to be built into the initial implementation phase so that
the focus of the model and how it is to be applied is clearly understood by all participants.

The committees accepted the fundamental element of the business model; that it is essential to
adopt external reference points for assessing organisational performance. However, their
engagement with both the McKinnon et.al (1999) benchmarks and the Baldrige education
performance criteria demonstrated that benchmarks and performance indicators cannot be
treated as static and fixed and equally applicable in all situations. The ISR process suggested
that it would have been beneficial to include a preliminary stage in which reviewers
considered and agreed on appropriate benchmarks and performance indicators prior to the
actual review.

There are a number of ways in which VU was transformed by utilising an adaptation of the
business quality model.  It is evident through the evaluation of the model and the ISR process,
that there were changes in individuals’ perceptions of the institution. The model assisted
understandings of the University as a system of interrelated parts, with learning, teaching and
research as core categories, enabled by systems that are integral to the achievement of the
University’s mission. It was also evident that the model emphasised the salience of using
external reference points in the evaluation of individual and organisational practice within the
University. It created awareness about opportunities to engage in benchmarking from
differing perspectives: from non-traditional sources, and from various methodological sources
including qualitative sources. The adaptation of the BPEF model was successfully aligned
with academic values of scholarship and collegiality and it provided a starting point for
ongoing discussions around shared meanings in relation to quality and improvement. It
demonstrated that ‘changing minds’ is possible.



Conclusion

The ISR has only recently been completed, so it early to be discussing outcomes. However,
the University is now in the process of developing action plans based on the
recommendations which emerged from the eight Category committees. In some cases, for
recommendations that cross organisational unit boundaries and that have strategic importance,
task forces have been established to carry forward the recommended initiatives. The
evaluation outcomes have provided valuable information which will be used to revise the
model and to prepare for subsequent reviews.

A key finding arising out of the review was that the review process not only improved
communication, but also promoted a better understanding of the organisation through the
cross organisational communication which inevitably took place. The intention now is to
continue to promote and extend communication within the University over quality issues.
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