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Abstract
This case study of a large Midwestern public research university utilizes organizational theory
and the political and learning organization frames to examine the uses of peer analyses and
information flow throughout the institution. Data collected from interviews with ten upper,
middle, and lower administrators were analyzed to determine to what extent peer group analyses
contributed to organizational learning. It was found that the information gleaned from group
peer analysis by different individuals includes 1) the level of teaching, research, and service; 2)
support for greater resource allocations; and 3) effectiveness and productivity. In order for peer
group analyses to contribute to organizational learning, institutional researchers must collect data
and transform this data into information more relevant to the appropriateness of accepted

operating norms.



Introduction

Demonstrating an institution’s accountability has increasingly become a principal
responsibility of institutional researchers. Peer group analysis is one of the most accepted
methods of establishing accountability. This methodology has become so pervasive that the
National Center of Educational Statistics (NCES) has made peer group analysis possible with the
simple press of a button through the online Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System
(IPEDS). Although peer group analysis is being used to compare institutions externally with one
another, is it being utilized by stakeholders within the institution? This study highlights our
interest in the ways peer analyses are used to promote organizational learning within public
research universities. Using organizational theory and the political and learning organization

frames we ask, do we expect peer analyses to contribute to organizatio



Specifically, they applied a factor and cluster analysis methodology that set a standard for peer
selection still in use today. Since that time a small but robust literature emerged to address the
issue of peer selection. This section will briefly address the main concerns advanced within this
body of work and highlight some areas in need of further development.

Comparative analysis became a relatively standard practice in the 1980s when the
pressure to use external information to justify institutional actions became more intense (Teeter
& Christal, 1987). Because there are relatively few good measures of performance in higher
education, comparative analyses attempt to create better measures that are useful for strategic
decision making (Teeter, 1983; Teeter & Brinkman, 1992). In early efforts data collected from
peer institutions contributed primarily to resource allocation decisions (Teeter, 1983, Rawson,
Hoyt & Teeter, 1983). More recently, colleges and universities expanded their use of
comparative data to include analyses about a wide variety of institutional performance indicators
(Weeks, Puckett, & Daron, 2000). The data used for peer selection ranges from nationally
available IPEDS and HEGIS data, data gathered through voluntary accrediting or professional
associations, surveys, and local institutional data (Ingram, 1995; Zhao & Dean, 1995).
Institutions frequently develop different sets of peer institutions for different purposes. Teeter &
Brinkman (1992) described them as aspirational, competitor, peer, and predetermined peer
groups.

Scholars working in this area note that comparative data are subject to a number of
important limitations. First, as Ingram (1995) suggests, descriptive comparative data do not
provide sufficient insight. Rather, he suggests ratios should be developed to permit meaningful
comparisons across the institutions selected. Second, institutions frequently use different

definitions of students, faculty, and different accounting standards creating validity and



reliability problems in the data (Ingram, 1995; Gater, 2003). Third, Terenzini et al. worry that the
use of peer institutions exerts a leveling tendency in resource allocation and may constrain
institutional flexibility and creativity. Fourth, sets of peer institutions can be selected for a wide
variety of purposes. While having multiple peer sets available for answering a diverse array of
questions provides a great deal of flexibility, Whiteley and Stage (1987) contend that
comparative analysis only rarely takes place in the context of a larger coherent planning process.
Their use in an ad hoc fashion diminishes both the credibility of comparative analysis and the
likelihood that they will meaningfully inform decision making.

The literature regarding peer groups provides a rich resource for practitioners seeking to
develop a set of peer institutions for use on their campus or in their multi-campus system. But
little has been done since Whitely and Stage’s admonitions to explore the ways in which such
analyses are actually put to use. In the research cited above the purpose for which comparative
analysis will be used is largely taken for granted. Moreover, in most of the projects discussed,
both the selection of peer groups and the use of the ensuing analysis were limited to campus
level administrators. Indeed, Ingram (1995) cautions against over-involving faculty in such
initiatives unless the questions directly impact faculty work.

Theoretical Framework

Just like any profession, institutional research is evolving in this age of information and
accountability. To demonstrate the mission shifts within the profession, two perspectives of
institutional research will be offered. One is that of Joe Saupe (1990), a founding member of the
Association of Institutional Research. His article, “The Functions of Institutional Research”,
discusses the different roles institutional researchers play within their institution. The other

perspective that will be offered is that of J. Fredericks Volkwein (1999), who discusses his view



of the underlying values that drive the issues with which institutional researchers must concern
themselves.

Saupe (1990) describes institutional research as “objective, systematic, and thorough”
(p.2). The purpose of analyzing data is to provide information to the institutional stakeholders.
It is the “wisdom, integrity, and courage possessed by those who share the responsibilities of
governance” that determine “the soundness of plans, the appropriateness of policies, and the
correctness of decisions” (p. 16). It is the responsibility of the institutional researcher to provide
decision makers with the most accurate and exhaustive information while remaining detached
from the overall decision making process. At times, the institutional history and culture will
influence the work of the institutional researcher. Saupe suggests the institutional researcher
should be aware of these forces, but that they should not drive the analyses.

In addition, Volkwein (1999) discusses certain values which exist in higher education
that influence institutional research. He discusses these values in terms of three dualities: a)
internal versus external, b) academic versus administrative, c) institutional (teaching) versus
professional (scholarship). These dualities are created by five public concerns of cost,
productivity, access, effectiveness, and accountability. These concerns have driven the need for
peer group analysis. However, the institutional researcher may find themself in the middle of the

internal and external duality because department



determine if it is possible to have consistent definitions and variables, and provide information
both externally and internally.

This study will also look at peer group analysis and its role in the institution as an
organization. Organizational theory is utilized to describe the institution and its functioning as
an organization. Based on initial findings from the interviews, the institution under study began
to emerge in the frames as a political organization and a learning organization. As a result, this
study also looks at how the stakeholders utilize comparative peer analysis in the institution from
the political perspective and the learning organization perspective.

The political frame from Bolman and Deal (2003) describes an organization as political
based on five assumptions. These assumptions are:

1) Organizations are coalitions of diverse individuals and interest groups.

2) There are enduring differences among coalition members and values, beliefs,

information, interest, and perceptions of reality.

3) Most important decisions evolve allocating scarce resources - who gets what.

4) Scarce resources and enduring differences make conflict, the central to

organizational dynamics and underline power as the most important asset.

5) Goals and decisions are merged from bargaining, negotiation, and jockeying



desired emphasis for the institution. Decisions about money and space are made throughout each
academic year and there is undeniable competition for these scarce resources.

Another frame through which to view organizations is that of the learning organization,
or as Morgan (1997) explains it through the metaphor of organizations as brains. As “brains”
organizations must deal with paradoxes, similar to Volkwein’s (1999) dualities. These
paradoxes include “how logical reduction and creative expansiveness may be elements of the
same process; how high degrees of specialization and distributed function can coexist; how high
degrees of randomness and variety can produce a coherent pattern; how enormous redundancy
and overlap can provide the basis for efficient operation; and how the most highly coordinated
and intelligent system of which we are aware has no predetermined or explicit design” (p. 76).
Many of these paradoxes exist within the institution. For example, one paradox being high
degrees of specialization and distributed function, the institution is comprised of specialized
units and departments which all provide similar services for our students, particularly when it
comes to providing the general education core.

One explanation of how organizations learn is through negative feedback. We
learn how to do things by avoiding not doing them. An example of negative feedback would be
learning how to ride a bike by learning how not to fall off. This could apply to the institution in

that we learn to be accountable by finding ways



learning? If the institution and its stakeholders utilize more single-loop learning, what is
preventing them from using double-loop learning?

Chris Argyris (1991



Institutional researchers are successful at turning phenomena into data and data into information.

How good are we at turning information into knowledge? How can peer group analysis be
developed to turn data into pertinent information and information into knowledge that is used to
drive organizational learning?

Throughout our review of the theory, several questions arose. In general, we would like
to know if peer group analysis contributes to institutional learning. The overall research
questions for this study are:

1) What do we want comparative data to tell us?

2) Do peer analyses drive institutional change processes, in particular, organizational

learning? Why or why not?

Methodology
In order to gain a deeper understanding of the use of peer group analysis at this large

Midwestern public research university, we initiated a case study approach based in grounded
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were coded using various organizational frames and emerging themes. The same themes and our
theoretical perspective were utilized to code and analyze the remaining transcripts. The
limitations of this study include the need to be aware of the use of generalizations regarding the
findings outside of a large Midwestern university. Also important is the need to be aware that
this study was conducted from an institutional research perspective and others may interpret the
data in another way.
Findings

Initially, we asked middle and senior level administrators about their use of comparative
data. We then discovered that the academic units at this institution were required by the senior
level administration to compile and submit reports comparing their respective units with “peer”
institutions. The senior administration selected several institutions that all units were to use,
unless there were compelling reasons to omit an institution as a peer. The academic units were
then advised to select several additional peers to complement the analysis and criteria for

selection and measures of comparison were left to the u 5mGil
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allocation of new funding within the divisions. Budgetary pressures stemming from a sharp
decline in state appropriations have made the use of the comparative reports problematic for
budgetary purposes.

Units take a widely divergent approach to the use of institutional data in their units,
ranging from ad hoc to highly systematic. Some of the units indicated that they viewed the use of
comparative data as essential to their planning and decision-making processes. These units were
also the most likely to have a quantitative methodology for selecting peers to use in comparative
peer analysis that was agreed upon by members of the unit as whole. In other units, the
comparisons were primarily created for the upper administration with other analyses being
conducted on an as needed and question driven basis. For these situations, the divisions in

guestion would develop new sets of peers and there tended to be
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A This group of administrators finds different data provide different kinds of
relevant information about their academic units. These administrators found
little overt value in the data they provide to the upper level administration
beyond protecting their existing resources and advocating for more. Other
data seemed to be more relevant for making decisions about staffing and unit
performance.

Use of data
All of the administrators with whom we spoke whether lower, middle or upper level
made a distinction, although in some cases the distinction was more implied than explicit,
between the ways in which data are actually used and the ways in which they, the administrators
would like to use institutional data.
e Establishing the contribution of the department to the campus
0 The upper administration seemed to take more of a stewardship or custodial role vis a
vis the use of comparative data compiled and analyzed by the academic units. One
upper level administrator commented that they wanted to see that the divisions were
doing the kinds of things they were supposed to be doing. This was conceived of in
fairly broad terms—Iots of teaching, lots of research, lots of service relative to similar
units at the comparator institutions.
* Resource allocation
o0 This issue was a point of contention both among the units and between the units and

upper level administration.
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Several mid and lower level administrators spoke quite eloquently about the
need for more and better data designed to answer the questions they have
about institutional performance at their level.

This group was most concerned to develop good data with which to make
internal comparisons over time and across units and departments before

moving onto comparisons with other institutions.

e Challenges associated with institutional data and specifically with comparative data

(0]

Lower-level administrators expressed frustration with the lack of access to
data.

This group also expressed frustration at their lack of understanding of the
data.

Trustworthiness of both internally and externally generated data.
Comparing apples to apples is problematic because not all institutions use
similar definitions

Getting buy-in on “touchy-feely” data

Need for the development of an assessment framework

Some disagreement about whether being data driven means being driven by

data—yperhaps over a cliff.

Organizational Change

There seem to be contradictory sentiments regarding the use of institutional data to fuel

organizational change.

= Fiscal exigencies outweigh concerns with institutional performance.
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0 Indeed in some instances there was an explicit link made between faculty
salaries and institutional performance. It seemed like performance was
understood in three ways:

A Faculty retention
A Research production
A Lots of teaching, research and service.

0 There was not a sense that the institution needed to be doing anything
differently. It just needed additional resources to do what it already does well
better.

0 Not all administrators agreed with this sentiment.

A A small group felt that there was a need for the institution to become
more reflective about its teaching and learning practices.
A This group felt that comparative data both internal and external were
essential for moving these kinds of processes forward.
A These administrators tended to be more interested in assessment issues
and had less involvement with research.
Internal competition for resources is a key issue

o All mentioned that they felt they competed with each other for resources and
prestige.

o While several of our respondents mentioned that they thought it was human
nature to compare and evaluate oneself against others doing similar activities,
only one mentioned that the results of the evaluation should be used to

enhance performance.
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e Leadership
0 The upper level administrators we spoke with indicated that they didn’t really
think the information gathered through comparative analysis was used to drive
organizational change.
o Itwas argued that the decline in state resources had tied the hands of the
institution in efforts at change.
Conclusions and Implications
The findings clearly indicate that group peer analysis is a relevant topic for lower,
middle, and upper administrators at this institution. Though all of the administrators with whom
we spoke discussed their use of comparison to other departments, units, and institutions, there
were differences among these administrators as to the extent of comparison, as well as what
variables are most beneficial to them in the decisions they make in their particular position.
Overall we found that the information gleaned from group peer analysis by different individuals
includes 1) the level of teaching, research, and service; 2) support for greater resource
allocations; and 3) effectiveness and productivity. All three of these types of information
contribute to the overall knowledge of the institution. However, these types of information also
feed the competition which sustains the political organization. This same competition may
hinder the collaborative atmosphere, or safe environment, necessary for organizational learning
to occur.
It is questionable whether the institution as an organization learns from the knowledge
generated by the three types of information gleaned from group analysis data. Applying Argyris’
and Schon’s (1978) double-loop learning theory, we conclude that the information gathered from

group peer analysis is not used to determine if the institution’s operating norms are relevant.
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This may be due to the defensive reasoning mentioned by Argyris (1991). The defensive
reasoning may be attributed to administrators, faculty, or the institutional researchers. The
administrators’ defensive reasoning materialized as a distrust for external data. If the
administrator was not a part of defining variables or collecting data, they were very uneasy about
any decisions that would be based on the external data. This distrust inhibits organizational
learning.

We, as institutional researchers, also want to defend ourselves and the data we collect and
analyze for the administrators. According to Bagshaw (1999), organizational knowledge stems
from first transforming phenomena into data, data into information, and then transforming this
information into organizational knowledge. Transforming data into information is a fairly
objective process, however determining the original phenomena that will be transformed into
these data is not. The phenomena we do choose may not be the phenomena which define the
institution’s operating norms. Thus, any information shaped by the data may be inappropriate to
determining the relevancy of the institution’s operating norms.

This study suggests several implications for us as institutional researchers. First, we are
the liaison between the different levels of administrators. It is important for us to be aware of the
dualities that exist between the different levels, in particular, Volkwein’s (1999) institutional
duality of the internal versus the external. As institutional researchers we must find ways to
meet the external accountability needs while also meeting the internal organizational learning
needs.

Secondly, institutional researchers must be aware of the defensive reasoning that may be
present and find ways to create a safe learning environment. One way to establish this secure

environment is to be explicitly clear about variable definitions and sources of data. Another way
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IS to incorporate administrators into the data collections process when feasible. If they are a part
of the process, they will be more willing to accept the outcomes.

Lastly, if institutional researchers want to be a part of institutional learning, we must look
at the type of data the institution is collecting and determine if it is providing the institution with

the type of information we need to determine

20






McCoy, M. (1987). Inter-institutional analysis at the system and state level. In P. T. Brinkman
(Ed.), New directions for institutional research (pp. 73-81). New directions for
institutional research. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publishers.

Morgan, G. (1997). Images of organizations (2™ ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Rawson, T. M., Hoyt, D. P., & Teeter, D. J. (1983). ldentifying "comparable” institutions.
Research in Higher Education, 18(3), 299-310.

Saupe, J. L. (1990). The functions of institutional research (2" ed.). Tallahassee, FL: The

22



Weeks, S. F., Puckett, D., & Daron, R. (2000). Developing peer groups for the Oregon
University System from politics to analysis (and back). Research in Higher Education,
41(1), 1-20.

Whiteley, M. A., & Stage, F. K. (1987). Institutional uses of comparative data. In P. T. Brinkman
(Ed.), New directions for institutional research (pp. 59-72). New directions for
institutional research, 53. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publishers.

Zhao, J., & Dean, D. C. (1997, 18/May). Selecting peer institutions: A hybrid approach.

Presented at the Annual Forum of the Association for Institutional Research, Orlando.

23



