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In an age in which information and data are more
readily available than ever, it is critical for higher
education institutions to develop tools that can
communicate essential information to those who
make decisions in an easy-to-understand format. One
of the tools available for this purpose is a dashboard,

a one- to two-page document that presents critical
information (indicators) in a succinct, visually appealing
format. Just as an automobile dashboard with it its
speedometer, odometer, tachometer, fuel gauge,
temperature gauge, engine warning, and myriad other
indicators, is designed to help the driver navigate the
highway, an institutional dashboard is a tool designed
to help management guide an organization. Or, as
Doerfel and Ruben (2002) put it, a dashboard can be
seen as a set of indicators that “reflect key elements

of [an organization’s] mission, vision, and strategic
direction...[that can be used] to monitor and navigate
the organization in much the same way a pilot and
flight crew use the array of indicators in the cockpit to
monitor and navigate an airplane” (p. 18). Regardless
of the analogy employed, at a basic level a college or
university’s institutional dashboard is a management
tool that succinctly informs its viewers of the current
state of affairs, provides information with which the
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viewer can evaluate performance, and thereby
helps decision-makers strategically move the
institution.

In this article, we take an in-depth look at
dashboards in practice. First, we describe a variety
of dashboards in use at institutions across the
country, paying special attention to the indicators
that comprise these dashboards. Next, we take
a nuts-and-bolts look at the dashboard of one
institution, Tufts University, explaining how its
dashboard evolved over the years, as well as how it
was created and maintained. We next describe how
Tufts incorporated peer data into its dashboarding
process. The article concludes with a brief
discussion of general administrative issues relating
to dashboards.

Dashboard Survey

In order to examine the array of dashboards
that have been created on college and university
campuses, in the fall of 2005 we collected samples
of institutional dashboards from our colleagues
at institutions across the country. Examples
were solicited electronically from the following
institutional research resources: (a) Association for
Institutional Research newsletter—Electronic AIR,
(b) Northeast Association for Institutional Research
(NEAIR) list serve, (c) Southern Association for
Institutional Research (SAIR) newsletter, and (d)
the Higher Education Data Sharing Consortium
(HEDS) list serve. In addition, some examples were
obtained via a Google search. In total, we collected
66 dashboards from public and private institutions,
which range from small colleges to major research
universities. Below, we provide a summary of the
indicators that institutions chose to display on their
dashboards, grouping them by thematic category
and discussing the most commonly used measures.
Following this, we discuss the visual presentation
of institutional dashboard information as it varied
from school to school.

Dashboard indicators. The common
denominator of all dashboards is that each consists
of a set of strategic indicators. Selecting which
indicators to display—the first step in creating a
dashboard—is the most critical component of the
dashboarding process, and the institutions in our
sample clearly chose their indicators thoughtfully.
In general, best practices for dashboard indicator
selection suggest that indicators should be (a) easy
to understand, (b) relevant to the user, () strategic,
(d) quantitative, (e) up-to-date with current
information, and (f) not used in isolation (Yonezawa
& Kaiser, 2003). In addition, the data underlying the
indicators must be reliable. True to best practices,
the indicators included in the 66 dashboards we
collected included a variety of measures that
appeared integrally related to the strategic missions
of the institutions developing the dashboards. The
number of indicators displayed by each school
varied greatly, however—this number ranged from
as few as three in the Fort Hays State University
Student Learning Dashboard to as many as 68 in
lllinois State’s Educating lllinois Report Card. Over
all of the samples we collected, the average number
of indicators used was approximately 29, while the
mode was 25. The specific measures included on
each dashboard also varied substantially across
institutions.

In order to better understand the types of
information presented in our sample of dashboards,
we grouped all of the observed indicators into
the following 11 broad categories (ordered by
frequency of use): (a) financial indicators, (b)
admissions statistics, (c) enrollment statistics, (d)
faculty data, (e) student outcomes, (f) student
engagement, (g) academic information, (h) physical
plant, (i) satisfaction, (j) research, and (k) external
ratings (Table 1). Within each of these categories,
we further classified indicators into subgroups,
which ranged from one to five. Each of these
subgroups, in turn, consisted of anywhere from 6 to
100 different indicators or measures. Table 1 shows
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Below, we discuss the composition of each of
the major indicator categories, noting the most
common sub-groupings observed and the most
prevalent indicators that comprise each.
Financial indicators. Over 80% of the
dashboards we examined contained financial
indicators (Table 2). Finance represents the most
widely used category, and common financial

the 11 broad categories, the subgroups within these
categories and the proportion of dashboards that
contained indicators in each subgroup.
Interestingly, there were very few specific
indicators that were common to all dashboards,
supporting the idea that institutions select
dashboard indicators thoughtfully based on their
specific strategic goals and management processes.

Table 1
Indicator Group Usage Ranking by Category
Number of
Dashboards Percent of

Category Indicator Group Using Dashboards
(N=66) Using
Financial Indicators Endowment & Expenses Data 53 80.3%
Advancement 48 72.7%
Financial Aid Figures 42 63.6%
Tuition/Fees Data 31 47.0%
Admissions Admissions Scores 52 78.8%
General Admissions Data 47 71.2%
Graduate Admissions 14 21.2%
Enroliment Enrollment Figures 51 77.3%
Enrollment Figures (Special Population) 47 71.2%
Faculty Faculty — General 51 77.3%
Faculty Composition — Special Population 22 33.3%
Student Outcomes Graduation Rates 48 72.7%
Retention Rate 47 71.2%
Measures of Success 27 40.9%
Completions and Awards 15 22.7%
Graduation Rates - Special Population 10 15.2%
Student Engagement Student Body - Engagement 38 57.6%
Academic Information Student/Faculty Contact 36 54.5%
Academic Information 31 47.0%
Physical Plant Physical Plant 25 37.9%
Satisfaction Student Satisfaction 23 34.8%
Employer/Staff, Other Satisfaction 7 10.6%
Faculty Satisfaction 3 4.5%
Research Research 23 34.8%
External Ratings Peer Assessment Data 14 21.2%
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indicators include measures of endowment and received, and alumni gifts. With respect to financial
expenses (80%), advancement (73%), financial aid, institutions most commonly displayed tuition
aid (64%), and tuition and fees (47%). In terms discount rates, the percentage of students receiving
of measures of endowment and expenses, we aid, and the proportion receiving institutional
observed 100 different indicators over the 66 grants. Finally, in addition to indicators of overall
collected dashboards, but the most frequently used tuition and fees, some institutions elected to include
three were the market value of the endowment, net tuition measures and/or tuition for specific
endowment per FTE student, and endowment student levels or programs.
return or annual growth rate. Under the broad Admissions indicators. Seventy-nine percent
category of advancement, the three most frequently  of the dashboards we collected included some
used indicators were alumni giving, total gifts undergraduate admissions-related indicators. As
Table 2
Financial Indicators
Number of Dashboards Percent of
Group (Number of indicators in group) Using (N=66) Dashboards Using
Endowment & Expenses (100) 53 80.3%
Endowment market value 34 51.5%
Endowment per FTE student 16 24.2%
Endowment return/growth 12 18.2%
Advancement (31) 48 72.7%
Alumni giving rate 38 57.6%
Total gifts/voluntary giving 26 39.4%
Alumni gifts 9 13.6%
Financial Aid (42) 42 63.6%
% tuition discount/tuition reliance 21 31.8%
% of students receiving aid 18 27.3%
% receiving institutional grants 10 15.2%
Tuition/Fees (25) 31 47.0%
Tuition and fees 16 24.2%
Net tuition per student 6 9.1%
Undergraduate tuition 5 7.6%
shown in Table 3, the most frequently reported high school class (41%). In addition, a little over
measures were yield—the percentage of those 20% of the institutional dashboards we examined

who were admitted who matriculated (64%),
admit rate—the percentage of those who applied
who were offered acceptance (50%), average SAT
scores (50%), number of applications (47%), and applications, number of acceptances, yield, and
percentage of students in the top 10% of the graduate admissions test scores.

used measures of graduate admissions. These
graduate-specific most often included number of




/ \ll : Page 5 AIR Professional File, Number 123, Institutional Dashboards: Navigational Tool for Colleges and Universities

Association for
Institutional Research

Table 3
Admissions Indicators
Number of Dashboards Percent of
Group (Number of indicators in group) Using (N=66) Dashboards Using
Admissions Scores (34) 52 78.8%
Average SAT 33 50.0%
% in top 10% of HS class 27 40.9%
Average entering GPAs 13 19.7%
General Admissions Data (16) 47 71.2%
Yield rate 42 63.6%
Admit rate 33 50.0%
No. of applicants 31 47.0%
Graduate Admissions (7) 14 21.2%
Graduate admissions test scores 7 10.6%
No. of applicants accepted 4 6.1%
Graduate rankings 4 6.1%
Enrollment indicators. Over 77% of our enrollment, and distance education enrollment.
collected dashboards contained some type of Additionally, 47 institutions (71%) included one

enrollment measure (Table 4). These included
undergraduate enrollment, graduate enroliment,
first-year enrollment, transfer enroliment,

or more measures describing special populations,
splitting out groups of students by citizenship,

enrollment by college or degree program, race/ethnicity, gender, full-time/part-time status,
summer session enrollment, credit and non-credit geographic diversity, religious affiliation, and age.
Table 4
Enrollment Indicators
Number of Dashboards Percent of
Group (Number of indicators in group) Using (N=66) Dashboards Using
General Enrollment Data (29) 51 77.3%
Undergraduate enrollment 44 66.7%
Graduate headcount 10 15.2%
No. of new freshmen 7 10.6%
Enrollment (Special Population) (33) 47 71.2%
% minority students 34 51.5%
% of international students 24 36.4%
% of female/male students 11 16.7%
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Faculty indicators. Many institutional
dashboards (77%) included indicators that were
intended to describe faculty (Table 5). These
encompassed many of the various methods of
counting faculty at an institution (i.e., the number of
full-time equivalent faculty, the number of tenured/
tenure-track faculty, the number of faculty with
terminal degrees, and part-time faculty headcount).

Some institutions were also interested in ratios of
full-time to part-time faculty, the percentage of
faculty who are female, minority, or international,

or the percentage of faculty who receive national
awards. A small portion of institutions provided
measures of faculty compensation, using indicators
such as compensation by rank, compensation
compared to peers, and percentage salary increases.

Table 5
Faculty Indicators
Number of Dashboards Percent of

Group (Number of indicators in group) Using (N=66) Dashboards Using
Faculty - General (65) 51 77.3%
Faculty FTE 15 22.7%
% of faculty with terminal degree 11 16.7%
Average Professor compensation 13.6%
Associate Professor compensation 13.6%
Assistant Professor compensation 13.6%
Faculty Composition - Special Population (19) 22 33.3%
% minority 15 22.7%
% female/male 9 13.6%
% female/male by tenure 4 6.1%

Student outcomes. Of the 66 dashboards
collected, graduation and retention rates were
found in over three-quarters (77%). As shown in
Table 6, the most frequently utilized measure in this
category was the freshmen retention rate (61%),
followed very closely by the six-year graduation
rate (59%). Additional measures that appeared
in some dashboards, though less frequently,
were graduation or retention rates for specific
populations (i.e., minorities, liberal arts candidates,
student athletes), and retention in specific degree
programs (i.e., master’s, doctoral, graduate
professional).

Another commonly included subcategory
of student outcomes was measures of student
success. About 41% of the dashboards we collected
displayed one or more measures of student
success at the end of college. Such measures
were varied—there were 83 different indicators in
this sub-category—but many related to student
employment status after graduation, the numbers
of graduates pursuing further education, and/or
passage rates on professional exams. Numbers
of completions and awards were found on
approximately one in five dashboards—23%
included counts of degrees and certificates awarded
at various levels.
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Table 6
Student Outcomes
Number of Dashboards Percent of
Group (Number of indicators in group) Using (N=66) Dashboards Using
Graduation Rates (6) 48 72.7%
6-year graduation rate 39 59.1%
Graduation rates 5 7.6%
4-year graduation rate 3 4.5%
5-year graduation rate 3 4.5%
Retention Rates (18) 47 71.2%
Freshman retention rate 40 60.6%
Fall-to-fall retention 7 10.6%
Retention rate by ethnic group/race 3 4.5%
Measures of Success (83) 27 40.9%
% employment/unemployment 5 7.6%
% of graduates working in their field 5 7.6%
% of seniors going to graduate school 4 6.1%
Completions and Awards (14) 15 22.7%
# doctoral degrees awarded 9 13.6%
# master’s degrees awarded 8 12.1%
# bachelor’s degrees awarded 6 9.1%
Graduation Rates - Special Population (8) 10 15.2%
6-year graduation rate for minorities 2 3.0%
6-year graduation rate for student athletes 2 3.0%
Graduation rate for Liberal Arts 2 3.0%
Student engagement. Thirty-eight of the 66 group, which was comprised of nine different
dashboards that we examined (58%) contained one measures related primarily to course or section

or more of 39 different indicators of student activities  size and student/faculty ratio. The second group,
and engagement. Institutions were most commonly general academic information, was made up of

interested in the numbers of students who study 68 different measures, which were found on 31 of
abroad, participate in honors programs, live on the 66 dashboards. These more general indicators
campus, engage in research, and/or participate in varied considerably by institution and covered a
service learning opportunities (Table 7). broad area. Some examples include the number
Academic information. Academic information, of course sections offered, a ranking of the library
found on over half of the collected dashboards, by the Association of Research Libraries (ARL), the
could be divided into two general groups: student/ number of graduate assistantships, the number
faculty contact and general academics (Table of undergraduate majors by school, articulation/
8). Fifty-four percent of dashboards contained affiliation agreements with other institutions, and

indicators from the student/faculty contact the number of online, video, and site-based courses.



AR s

Association for
Institutional Research

AIR Professional File, Number 123, Institutional Dashboards: Navigational Tool for Colleges and Universities

Table 7
Student Engagement
Number of Dashboards Percent of
Group (Number of indicators in group) Using (N=66) Dashboards Using
Student Body Engagement (39) 38 57.6%
Study abroad 12.1%
Honors in major 7.6%
% of undergraduates living on campus 4 6.1%
Table 8
Academic Information
Number of Dashboards Percent of
Group (Number of indicators in group) Using (N=66) Dashboards Using
Student/Faculty Contact (9) 36 54.5%
Student/faculty ratio 36 54.5%
Classes < 20 students 19 28.8%
Classes > 50 students 12 18.2%
Academic Information (68) 31 47.0%
No. of fellowships 4 6.1%
Course sections offered 4.5%
ARL ranking of library 4.5%
Table9
Physical Plant
Number of Dashboards Percent of
Group (Number of indicators in group) Using (N=66) Dashboards Using
Physical Plant (46) 25 37.9%
Plant reinvestment rate 6.1%
Seat/stations utilization 6.1%
Space utilization 3 4.5%

Satisfaction. The types of satisfaction
measures included on institutional dashboards
could be divided into three types according to
whose satisfaction was being measured: student,
employer/employee, or faculty (Table 10). Not
surprisingly, student satisfaction measures were
the most prevalent of the three, with 35% of

Physical plant. Almost 38% of the dashboards
contained indicators related to the institution’s
physical plant (Table 9). Among the measures of
interest in this category were records of the plant
investment rate, seat/stations utilization, space
utilization, facilities condition index, network
system and speed, and room occupancy.
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the amassed dashboards using one or more of
the 55 different indicators observed. Primarily,
these indicators were measures of overall student
satisfaction or of satisfaction with specific aspects
of students’ college experience (such as instruction,
academic life, social life, support/academic/
administrative services, classrooms, and decisions
to enroll). Additional indicators reported on the
satisfaction of special groups such as minority
students.

Only seven dashboards (11%) utilized employer
or employee satisfaction metrics, and even
fewer—just three—displayed faculty satisfaction
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metrics. The former included measures of employer
satisfaction, employee/staff satisfaction, and
employee satisfaction with specific aspects of the
work environment. The few institutions concerned
with faculty satisfaction elected to display measures
reflecting faculty satisfaction with a variety of issues,
including salary and benefits, the quality of the
student body (both graduate and undergraduate),
the institution as a good place to work, and clerical
and technical support.

Research. Almost 35% of the institutional
dashboards we collected displayed indicators
that related to research. As shown in Table 11,

Table 10
Satisfaction
Number of Dashboards Percent of

Group (Number of indicators in group) Using (N=66) Dashboards Using
Student Satisfaction (55) 23 34.8%
% of undergraduate satisfaction 11 16.7%
Alumni satisfaction 8 12.1%
Student satisfaction — instruction 7 10.6%
Employer/Staff/Other Satisfaction (10) 7 10.6%
Employer satisfaction 4 6.1%
Employee/staff satisfaction 3 4.5%
Community satisfaction 2 3.0%
Faculty Satisfaction (12) 3 4.5%
Overall Faculty satisfaction 1 1.5%
Overall Faculty satisfaction by race 1 1.5%
Overall Faculty satisfaction by gender 1 1.5%

Table 11

Research

Number of Dashboards Percent of

Group (Number of indicators in group) Using (N=66) Dashboards Using
Research (38) 23 34.8%
Expenditures/total research support 16 24.2%
# of patents awarded 6 9.1%
Total externally funded research 5 7.6%




Page 10

Association for

ti
Institutional Research

AIR Professional File, Number 123, Institutional Dashboards: Navigational Tool for Colleges and Universities

the most frequently used indicator, a measure of
expenditures/total research support, was found on
24% of the dashboards. Other indicators used by
more than one institution included the number of
patents awarded, number of patent applications
filed, royalty/license income, total externally funded
research, number of income-generating licenses,
number of grant submissions, grant revenue
generated, and cost of a research assistant.

External ratings. Finally, external ratings or
peer assessment measures appeared on 21% of
the dashboards examined (Table 12). Interestingly,
of the six observed indicators in this category, all
were related to U.S. News & World Report (USNWR)
rankings. As might be expected, the most prevalent
indicators were the institution’s USNWR tier and its
academic reputation score (the peer assessment
score).

Table 12
External Ratings
Number of Dashboards Percent of
Group (Number of indicators in group) Using (N=66) Dashboards Using
Peer Assessment Data (6) 14 21.2%
U.S. News & World Report tier 7 10.6%
U.S. News & World Report peer assessment score 5 7.6%
U.S. News & World Report rating 3 4.5%

Visual presentation. As mentioned earlier,
the dashboards shared with us by our colleagues
differed substantially from one another in terms of
visual presentation. First among the differences
was the amount of information, or number of
indicators displayed. Almost 58% of the dashboards
we examined had between 10 and 30 indicators,
while 9% had 10 or fewer and 5% had more than
50. Length varied as well; 38% were one page
documents, 15% were two pages, and the rest
varied from 3 to a 50 pages. Seventy-eight percent
contained trend data.

The actual visual style of the dashboards was
also dramatically different across institutions.
Some dashboards were a series of graphs, while
others were simply matrices of numbers. Many
incorporated symbols and color, often to present
recent trends in data. Indeed, 53% used color to
indicate positive or negative trends. Trends were
presented in other ways as well; for example, 20%
of dashboards used arrow indicators to display the
direction of trends, and one presented a complex

summary of the past six years of data, displaying
the highest, lowest, and current values for the time
period as well as an arrow indicating the change
from the prior year (higher, lower, or no change).
The color of this arrow reflected performance (green
is better, red is worse, black is neutral).

At times, dashboards have been criticized
because they have not included comparative
peer data. We found at least eight among our 66
collected dashboards that contained comparative
data, although peer data was presented differently
in all of these dashboards. The most complicated
and data-rich dashboard including peer data
presented its institution’s current year data, with
arrows indicating significant change over the
prior six-year period and a notation indicating
whether the institution is significantly above or
below the mean value of its peers (“above peers”
or“below peers”; “mid of peers” indicated not
significantly different from the mean). This same
dashboard used color to represent the status of
peer comparisons, with green for a positive trend/
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comparison, red for a negative trend/comparison,
and black for a neutral trend/comparison.
Additionally, this dashboard was posted online, and
provided drill-down links to graphs and tables for
more detail.

The Technical Side: The Tufts Dashboard

In 2002, the Tufts Board of Overseers and
top members of the Tufts administration agreed
on a set of metrics to use to evaluate the overall
performance of the university (Allen, Bacow, &
Trombley, 2011). This set of metrics was given to the
Institutional Research office, which was tasked with
collecting and managing the relevant data, as well
as the creation and visual look of the dashboard.
Since its initial creation, the Tufts dashboard has
gone through several iterations. What follows is a

discussion of some of the major changes made to
the dashboard, along with explanations about why
and how the changes were implemented.

There are six basic pieces of information that
are shown on the Tufts dashboard: the name of
the indicator/variable, the highest value for this
variable during the previous six years, the lowest
value during the previous six years, the current
value, and an arrow or dot, the shape/direction of
which indicates whether the current value is higher
than, lower than, or the same as the previous year’s
value, and the color of which indicates whether
this change is good, bad, or neutral (see Figure
1). The raw data that serve as a basis for all of this
information are stored in a large data sheet with a
row for each variable and a column for each year.

Current Value

KEY: highest value for past 6 yrs—

lowest value for past 6 yrs—

—50%

—
45%

/
Change from previous year: 4 higher % lower ® no change
green = better red = worse black = neutral

Figure 1. Basic dashboard layout for each indicator.

At Tufts, the data for the dashboard and the
dashboard itself are stored in Microsoft Excel
workbooks. Tufts produces three versions of
its dashboard each year, in the fall, winter, and
spring. The three versions share the majority
of their information, but each also has its own
unique aspects. When the dashboard was first
produced, three separate Excel workbooks were
created annually for the different dashboards. This
seemed like a logical way to construct the individual
dashboards, as each is slightly different from the
others, but it ended up causing a good deal of
confusion. The majority—but not all—of the data

was duplicated from one workbook to another,

so the data in each workbook were similar but

not identical. As a result, it was hard to carry the
templates over from year to year: to create a new
fall dashboard, we had to copy the formatting of the
previous year’s fall dashboard, but the data from the
spring dashboard.

There were other problems with the way the
original dashboards were set up, as well. The
biggest problem was that the dashboard Excel
sheets referenced the data directly, meaning that
the data displayed in the dashboard reflected the
results obtained from a formula that referenced



Page 12

AIR Professional File, Number 123, Institutional Dashboards: Navigational Tool for Colleges and Universities

the sheet that contained the relevant data (see
Figure 2). This strategy was problematic for several
reasons. First, because the order of the data as it
was presented on the dashboard did not match the
order of the data in the data sheet, it was extremely
tedious to check the formulas in the dashboard to
ensure they contained the correct cell ranges. It
was also difficult to update the formulas when new
data were added, since it was not obvious where

the correct cells were located on the dashboard
pages. Further, storing the final dashboards as
worksheets in an Excel workbook with dynamic

cell values was suboptimal, as the possibility
existed that the dashboards could inadvertently be
altered, for example if the data (or a formula) on the
worksheet were accidentally changed. If something
like that happened, the final dashboard, as it was
presented to the trustees, would be lost.

Student Body

Undergraduates (Headcount)

Undergraduates (Headcount)

4,971 4,874 l

4,733

“MAX(DATAIB3:G3) _ =DATAIH3 1

=MIN(DATAIB3:G3)

Figure 2. Original dashboard references data sheet directly.

Finally, the original Tufts dashboard was not
visually pleasing (see Figure 3). Not only did the
dashboard have to be printed on legal-size paper,
which was awkward to print, view, and store, but
the document was also not aesthetically pleasing.
Specifically, the column widths were not the same,
many of the arrows were different lengths and
widths, the key was on the bottom of the page and
was hard to read, and the different subject areas

(i.e., student body, finances) were not well bounded.

To remedy the problems described above, a
new dashboard workbook/template was created,
which is still in use as of the time we write this
article. This new workbook/template contains all
three versions of the dashboard for a given year
(fall, winter, and spring) in separate worksheets, and
also contains the relevant data, both historical and
current. Apart from the many cosmetic changes
(these will be discussed later), the main change in
the new dashboard template was the addition of

TUFTS UNIVERSITY
Student Body

Undergraduates (Headcount) Tenure Track Head Count

4,971 4,874 l 449 438 l

4,733 319

Dashboard Ratios
Faculty

Number of Ph.D Students

709 733 I

670 47.9%
AY99-00 to AY02-03

% UG classe taught by tenure/tenure track
52.7% 51.4% l

Winter 2004 February 6, 2004
Research Advancement
Expenditures in thousands Annual Fund (in millions)
$91,502 $97,474 $9.5 $10.4
as of year-end close
$68,602 $8.2
Indirect Cost Recovery in thousands Annual Fund (in millions)
$23,228 $25,756 $4.9 $5.9
as of December 31°
$18,083 $4.2

Figure 3. Original dashboard was not visually pleasing.
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an“indicators” sheet. This indicators sheet acts as

a mediator between the dashboard and the data;
it contains the formulas that generate the different
pieces of dashboard information (i.e., highest value
for the past six years, lowest value for the past six
years, current value, etc.). The indicators sheet
mirrors the data sheet exactly—each line of data on
the indicators sheet corresponds to the same line
of data on the data sheet, and vice versa. Setting
up the indicators sheet in this manner has made

it much easier to locate the correct formulas to
update when new data are added, since the line of
data that gets updated on the data sheet will be
the exact same line that should be updated on the
indicators sheet. Meanwhile, the sheets with the

dashboards themselves simply have to reference
the indicators sheet. This means that the cell
references in the actual dashboards only need to
be set once—they will no longer change from year
to year—and that the data on the dashboard are
automatically updated when the indicators sheet is
updated (see Figure 4.)

The new indicators sheet also has an additional
column of information that contains formulas
showing whether the current year’s data points are
higher or lower than the previous year’s (see Figure
5). While this comparison can be done manually,
the formulas on the sheet give a quick and handy
indication as to which way the arrows on the
dashboard should be pointed.

Data sheet A > < 0 = - 2 . '
: 98-99| 99-00) 00-01| 01-02] 02-03| 03-04| 04-05| 05-06
2 |Student Body
3 [Number of Undergraduates 4777 4950 4971| 4734 4889| 4874| 4888| 5048
4 |FTE 4768| 4938| 4948| 4706 4857| 4837| 4865.5] 5007
5 |Number of Ph.D. Students 699 709 699 698 696 733 761 830
6 |Number of all other grad & prof. 3194| 3259| 3347| 3357| 3532] 3470f 3629| 3577
7 |6-Year completion rate 86% 89% 90% 88% 90% 91% 90%
Indicators sheet | A B c D E
Current
1 6 Year High 6 Year Low last year Value

2_|Student Body

3 |Number of Undergraduates (Headcount) AX(DATAIC3:H3 N(DATA!C3:H3)|=DATAIH3 TA!3
4 |FTE =MIN(DATAIC4:H4)|= 'H4 [=DATAI!I4
5 |Number of Ph.D students =MIN(DAT, ’ =DATAIH5 |=DATAI!I5
6 |Number of all other grad TAIC6:H6) [=DATAIHG |=DATAI!I6
7 _|6-year completion =MIN(DATAIB7:G7) |[=DATA!G7 |=DATAIH7
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Figure 4. Data sheet, indicators sheet, and dashboard.
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HIGHER

Figure 5. Indicators sheet shows if current value is higher or lower.

A few minor points regarding the new
dashboard setup should be noted. Given that all
the dashboard templates are in one workbook and
that they all reference the same indicators sheet,
when the data are updated for newer versions of
the dashboard (e.g., winter and/or spring) and the
indicators sheet is changed accordingly, the old
versions of the dashboard (e.g., fall and/or winter)
will change. To solve this problem, and to provide
a snapshot of the dashboard exactly as it was
presented, we make sure to create a PDF version
of each seasonal dashboard when it is finalized. A
printout of the PDF can be distributed to those
who use the dashboard, and an electronic copy can
be archived along with the dashboard workbook
for posterity. The other thing to note is that the
direction and color of the arrows on the dashboard
must be updated manually. The indicators sheet
shows which way the arrow should be pointing,
but we manually point the arrows in that direction,
as well as manually color them. We do not see
this manual process as a negative, however; by
updating the arrows individually, we in Institutional
Research are able to make the ultimate decision
about the direction and color of each arrow. Such
decisions cannot really be automated, because
they are inherently subjective and must be made
in the context of the institution. For example, is a
1% change significant or irrelevant? Is an increase
in the value of an indicator good or bad? Answers
to these questions can vary from institution to

institution as well as from indicator to indicator, and
must therefore be made thoughtfully.

Finally, perhaps the most obvious changes that
were made to the old dashboard were cosmetic.
As mentioned above, the layout of the new Tufts
dashboard was altered slightly to make it more
visually appealing. Specifically, column widths were
standardized, arrows were made larger and easier
to see, the key was moved to the top of the page,
each subject area on the dashboard was bounded
by a grey border, and the dashboard now fits on
standard 8'2 x 11" paper instead of legal-size paper
(see Figure 6).

Peer Data

As was previously mentioned, many dashboards
have been criticized because they have not
included comparative peer data. In the survey of
the 66 dashboards described above, only eight
contained comparative data. Tufts' Office of
Institutional Research was interested in finding out
whether peer data could be added to its dashboard
in order to provide context for Tufts'numbers. The
University already had an established list of peers
to which it regularly compares itself in different
contexts, and the office felt that adding peer data
to the dashboard would provide a succinct way to
examine how Tufts was performing in comparison
to these peers.

Some of the sources that are commonly used
to find peer data are the U.S. News & World Report,
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Undergraduate Admissions
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Undergraduate Yield % Minority entering class

37% 33% 33% 27%
31% 24%

14,727 15,525 t 32% 28% f
13,471 23%
as of 2/04/04

Figure 6. New Look of the Tufts University dashboard.

College Board Annual College Handbook, IPEDS Peer
Analysis System, and a variety of other databases
maintained by NSF and NCES. Many of the items
that currently exist on the Tufts dashboard were

the same as or very similar to items within IPEDS, so
Tufts selected the IPEDS Peer Analysis System as the
vehicle by which peer data would be obtained.

The way we created peer measures was as
follows. Within the IPEDS Peer Analysis System, a
“Comparison Group” of Tufts’ peer institutions was
created. Next, the most recent IPEDS data available
for each relevant dashboard item were identified,
and “Ranking Reports” that ranked each institution
for each item were produced. In cases where items
were not readily available in the format that was
needed, “Calculated Variables” were created. For
example, Tufts was interested in looking at the
percentage of minority faculty at each institution.
IPEDS has items available regarding the total
number of faculty, and also items about the total
number of minority faculty, but it contains no item
regarding the percentage of minority faculty. Thus,
a calculated variable was created by instructing

the IPEDS Peer Analysis System to divide the
number of minority faculty by the total number of
faculty, thereby creating the parameter of interest.
All calculated variables were included in the
ranking reports described above. These ranking
reports formed the basis for the peer comparison
dashboard.

A special peer dashboard template was created,
and the peer institutions were listed in the upper
left corner. The same general layout as the original
dashboard was utilized in order to make the peer
comparisons readily understandable. Specifically,
the Tufts data were formatted exactly the same,
but a label specifying that it was “TUFTS” data was
added to the top of each section for clarity. We
then added a new box directly below the Tufts
box that contained peer data. The same technical
cell-referencing techniques described in the
previous section were used. At the top of the peer
comparison box, the peer data source and year
of data were specified. Below this was listed the
highest ranked peer name and its value on the
measure, and the lowest ranked peer name and its
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Figure 7. The general layout of items on the peer dashboard.

value. In the bottom right corner, Tufts’ placement
in the peer rank order was given, along with an
indication of how many peers were included in the
comparison (see Figure 7).

The resulting peer dashboard can be seen
in Figure 8. Unfortunately, this version of the
dashboard did not gain traction with the upper
administration and in the end was not adopted
as a management tool. Nevertheless, we view its
creation as a useful exercise, as we are now poised
to incorporate comparative data into the dashboard
if and when the administration requests it.

Administrative Aspects of Dashboards

After analyzing the collection of dashboards we
amassed, we realized that we still had questions
related to administrative aspects of the dashboards.
Specifically, we were interested in finding out who
initially requested the dashboard, the primary
audience, whether the dashboard was paper or
electronic, whether access was open or restricted,
the frequency of updates, and, finally, the number
of dashboards the institution had developed.

We sent a short survey to about half of the initial
respondents with these and other questions, and
71% responded.

In almost all cases, the President, Provost,
or Board of Trustees had initially requested the
creation of their institution’s dashboard, although
at one institution the impetus came from a
HEDS presentation. The primary audience for
all institutions was upper management, namely
the Board, the President, and/or the Deans.

Most dashboards were presented and stored
electronically, though some were available in print
only. Several institutions that had paper-only
versions indicated plans to implement electronic
versions in the near future. Seventy percent of our
respondents restricted access to their dashboards.
Three-quarters of the responding institutions had
a single dashboard. Some examples of multiple
dashboards among the remaining quarter include
(a) one with student indicators and one with
financial indicators, (b) one for the institution as a
whole and one for athletic indicators, (c) one for the
institution as a whole and one for academic affairs,
and (d) one for each school/college within the
institution.

Overall, it seems while there is a great variety
in the numbers and types of indicators institutions
use on their dashboard(s), there is less difference
in the reasons for creating the dashboard, its
availability, and its primary users. It seems that
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Figure 8. The Tufts peer dashboard.

most dashboards are an essential ingredient of
institutional strategic plans—which is perhaps
not surprising, as many are created specifically to
evaluate the progress of strategic planning and
other initiatives (Allen et al., 2011).

Conclusion

Although this paper has only scratched the
surface of what might be said about dashboards, it
seems clear that individuals who have an interest
in displaying measures that show the state of the
institution in a succinct, easily understood, visually

appealing format should consider developing an
institutional dashboard. Not only can dashboards
help focus attention on the state of the institution
as it stands now, but they can also focus attention
on the future. Dashboards are valuable—some
might say invaluable—tools for the management
and strategic governance of institutions.Note: The
following list of references and bibliographic resources
was compiled to support this study. While most are not
cited directly in this paper, they are included because
the authors felt that they are helpful in understanding
dashboards and/or that they provide important
information to support future research on the topic.
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