
Historical and theoretical perspectives on 
higher education research (HER), 
institutional research (IR) and the uptake, 
use and impact of research
Rudo Hwami and Jan Botha
SAAIR Annual Conference, Durban
13 November 2018



WHY THIS PAPER MATTERS 

• To provide a historical and conceptual 
overview of three concepts; (1) higher 
education research (HER), (2) institutional 
research (IR) and (3) “research uptake” (and 
related terms such as “research utilization, the 
social impact of research). 



• In the South African context there have been various 
national student upheavals, namely, Rhodes must fall 
protest, #Fees must fall protest and the naked body 
protest, that exposed the disjuncture between (HER) 
and (IR) data and the lived experiences of staff and 
students. 

• The reasons for this incoherence between official data 
and lived experiences have been attributed to several 
factors such as; the lack of communication between 
HER scholars and IR practitioners, the lack of end user 
focused research and narrow and limiting translations 
of research uptake, use and impact.



• (a) outline the definitions and nature of HER and 
IR (whilst highlighting the definitional aporia) and 
(b) provide an exploration of the conceptual 
links between these three concepts.

• To unearth some of the embed norms and 
practices that are not context sensitive and 
facilitate exclusionary research cultures (i.e in 
how research is conducted, data is collated and 
categorized).  



• Owing to neo-liberal restructuring, knowledge plays such a 
central role in contemporary societies that they have 
become known as knowledge societies, and universities as 
the most prominent knowledge creators play a crucial role 
in the knowledge society (Stehr, 1994, (Estabrooks et al., 
2008,  Hazelkorn, 2015). 

• Given the many serious challenges currently facing higher 
education in South Africa, the question arises to what kind 
of knowledge is produced and to what extent this body of 
knowledge has been taken up and used by policy- and 
decision-makers, and what the (social) impact of this 
research was, and is. 



Outline
1. Higher education as a field of studies

a) Historical origins
b) Journals in higher education
c) Functions of higher education
d) Characterisations of HE studies in South Africa
e) Institutional settings for HE studies
f) Themes in higher education research
g) Five types of HE experts

2. Institutional Research into higher education
a) Origins of Institutional Research
b) Associations of institutional research across the world
c) Nature of IR
d) Information provided by IR
e) IR and HER

3. Uptake, use and social impact of research
a) Knowledge utilization, research utilization, research uptake, social impact of research
b) Historical development of the field of knowledge utilization
c) The many meanings of research utilization
d) Models of research uptake

4. Towards a study of the uptake, use and impact of research into higher education 
(including institutional research)



Higher Education Research



World Tertiary Enrolments 1999-2014. 
Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics
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Tertiary Enrollments per Continent 1999-2014. 
Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics
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Specialised academic journals in higher 
education 
• Malcolm Tight’s (2012) list of English journals in USA, Europe,  Australia:

• Assessment and Evaluation in Higher Education (AEHE), 
• Higher Education (HE), 
• Higher Education Management & Policy (HEMP), 
• Higher Education Policy (HEP), 
• Higher Education Quarterly (HEQ), 
• Higher Education Research & Development (HERD), 
• Innovative Higher Education (IHE), 
• Journal of College Student Development (JCSD), 
• Journal of Higher Education (JHE), 
• Journal of Higher Education Policy and Management (JHEPM), 
• Research in Higher Education (ResHE), 
• Review of Higher Education (RevHE), 
• Studies in Higher Education (SHE), T
• eaching in Higher Education (THE), 
• Tertiary Education and Management (TEAM)



Most cited journals on “top three” international 
HE journals 
• “Top three” (Budd & Magnusen 2010): Journal of Higher 

Education; Research in Higher Education, Review of Higher 
Education

• Most cited journals in these three journals: 
• Journal of College Student Development, Change, Sociology of 

Education, Journal of Educational Psychology, Economics of 
Education Review, American Sociological Review, Review of 
Educational Research, American Educational Research Journal, 
Administrative Science Quarterly, Journal of Applied Psychology, 
Academe (including AAUP Bulletin), Higher Education, Journal of 
Human Resources, Journal of College Student Personnel, Journal 
of Personality and Social Psychology, American Journal of 
Sociology, Journal of,,, Student Financial Aid, American 
Psychologist, Harvard Educational Review, Public Opinion 
Quarterly, Educational Researcher



Specialised higher education journals in Africa

• South African Journal of Higher Education
• International Journal of African Higher education

Notes:
• These lists are not exhaustive
• There are many other journals in languages 

other than English
• The the Botha, Prozesky, Redelinghuys paper at 

this conference the top journals in which South 
African HE researchers publish is discussed



Characterisations of HE as field of studies in SA

• “an active, but confused field, lacking many of the 
attributes of scholarly work that you find in well-
recognised disciplines or fields of study with their 
learning programmes” (Strydom, 2002: 95)

• ‘the lack of scholars with expertise, lack of an 
independent disciplinary base, widely accepted and 
well-articulated theoretical framework and 
methodology suitable for addressing the diverse South 
African scene, little collaboration among HE research 
units and individuals and an unreliable funding base’ 
(Blitzer and Wilkinson 2009)



On the nature of HE research (continued)

• The non-disciplinary nature of HE research 
means that it does not have one clearly 
defined academic home.

• HE is an “a-theoretical community of 
practice” (Tight, 2004: 409)

• New Research Programme launched by EAIR 
for 2019: major theories in higher education 
research.



Major themes in HE research (Tight 2004, Bitzer
& Wilkenson 2009)
1. Teaching and learning 
2. Course design 
3. The student experience
4. Quality 
5. System policy
6. Institutional governance and management 
7. Academic work – including academic careers, induction, 

mobility, professionalism, academic roles, academic 
development, training, writing and gender issues.

8. Knowledge – including the nature of research, 
disciplinarily, forms of knowledge, research, and the nature 
of the university.



Five types of HE experts (Teichler, Kehm)
• discipline-based researchers (e.g. economists or political 

scientists or sociologists, who would, on occasion, devote part of 
their work to themes in the field of HE) 

• researchers in a discipline devoted to HE (e.g. 
educationalists) based in a university, who focus their research 
on a continuous basis on HE; 

• researchers (often externally funded) based in a research unit 
or institute; 

• applied HE researchers whose work is determined by its utility 
for (institutional) decision-making and who are often also 
responsible for data collection, management and interpretation; 
and 

• reflective practitioners (for example, executive and senior 
academic managers of universities, or politicians or civil servants 
with a specific interest in HE). 



Institutional Research



Associations of Institutional Research


		Association for Institutional Research

		AIR

		1966



		European Association for Institutional Research

		EAIR

		1979



		Australasian Association for Institutional Research

		AAIR

		1988



		Southern African Association for Institutional Research

		SAAIR

		1994



		Canadian Institutional Research and Planning Association

		CIRPA

		1994



		Southeast Asian Association for Institutional Research

		SEAAIR

		2001



		China Association for Institutional Research

		China AIR

		2003



		Middle East and North Africa Association for Institutional Research

		MENA-AIR

		2007



		British and Ireland Association for Institutional Research (established in late 1990s) evolved into the UK & Ireland Higher Education Institutional Research Network

		HEIR

		2008



		In Latin-America an IR association does not yet exist, but talks have been initiated in 2013 in Argentina and Ecuador to establish an association.

		-

		-









Typology of IR functions in the USA (Coughlin et 
al. 2016)

• Identify information needs
• Collect, analyze, interpret, and report data 

and information
• Plan and evaluate
• Serve as stewards of data and information, 
• Educate information producers, users, and 

consumers.



Typology of IR in Europe and Australasia, Taylor 
et al

1. Routine institutional management, including 
formal internal and external reporting and 
operations support;

2. Strategy formation, including modeling and 
scenario planning; 

3. Quality assurance and quality enhancement; 
and 

4. Marketing and competitive data analysis.



A global typology or IR?
• There is no single community of practice in institutional research 

existing at an international level. Instead, there are many variations 
reflecting the type, age, and size of the institution, its management 
structure and culture, and the external context, especially in terms 
of accountability and competitive forces. 

• This heterogeneity within the meanings, priorities, and practices of 
institutional research is further extended by significant national 
differences of approach” (Taylor et al 2013). 

• Be that as it may, it can still be argued that the development of IR 
in the USA (and to a lesser extent, Europe and Australasia) has 
been a significant influence on the development of IR in other 
regions

• The term “institutional research” is not as widely used in other 
regions in the world as in the USA and even where it is used, it 
differs in focus areas 



Blank 
SA Typology 



Various possible bases for a definition of IR

• Chirikov: defining IR is no easy task, based on 
• the functions of IR. 
• the purpose(s) of IR (Volkwein, 1999), Function(s) 

(Dressel, 1981; Terenzini, 1999), Mission (Thorpe, 
1999), 

• the services provided by an IR office (Maassen, 1986; 
Delarney 1997), 

• the roles of institutional researchers (Swing, 2009) 
• the  size and staffing of IR offices (Leimer & Terkla, 

2009). 



Information provided by IR 
• Students (e.g. recruitment; enrolment trends; throughput and success rates; 

student engagement; student satisfaction levels; employment and career tracer 
studies; institutional culture; other issues) 

• Staff (e.g. capacity; capabilities; demography; satisfaction levels; institutional 
culture; other issues). 

• Academic programmes and the nature and scope of the academic offering 
(e.g. the modules/courses of programmes; the focus areas of programmes; the 
rules of progression, etc.).

• Facilities (e.g. space capacity; suitability; maintenance; optimisation of use; needs 
for new facilities; etc.). 

• Finance (e.g. subsidy, student fees, third-stream income, information for 
budgeting purposes, financial reports, etc.).

• Research (e.g. funding and incentives, research indicators such as publication 
outputs and citations; focus areas; rated researchers, etc.). 

• Engagement (e.g. service learning, civic engagement, experiential education, 
public scholarship, participatory action research, community-based research, etc.).



Areas where IR has to play a vital role in the 
transformation of South African HE (HESA 2015)
• the lack of transformation in the cultures of governance and 

leadership
• the “lack of growth, low participation, high attrition, low 

completion and variable quality” relating to equity of access and 
success. 

• staffing at universities (“perhaps the most glaring collective failure 
of the sector to date” 

• cultural and social environments (institutional culture) of 
universities have not transformed sufficiently

• institutional equity and transformation are dimensions of higher 
education that relate, on the one hand, to the challenges faced by 
some institutions from being chronically underfunded for years, 
and, on the other hand, the Government’s inability to move these 
institutions towards more sustainable operations



Higher education research (HER) and 
institutional research (IR)

• “Professional/ support staff and academic staff do 
not always consider each other’s work with as 
much thoroughness as perhaps they should. On 
the one hand, a university reported that 
documents produced by institutional researchers 
and academic planners “are rarely interrogated 
and tend to be accepted uncritically” by 
academic structures. On the other hand, only a 
few institutional researchers mentioned that 
they consult academic publications as sources of 
information for IR” (Moosa & Murray, 2016)



Uptake, use and impact of 
research



Dimensions / categories of knowledge utilization 
(Morton 2015)

• Research uptake
• Users have engaged with research (read a briefing, attended a conference, were 

involved in advising and shaping the project, they know the research exists)
• In higher education: “research uptake is a process that seeks to harness a 

broad range of university units (individual researchers, research boards, public 
relations offices, libraries, ICT and senior university managers) working in 
concert to identify, produce and announce research with external applications” 
(Grobbelaar 2014)

• Research utilization
• Researchers act upon research (discuss it, pass it on, adapt it to context, use it 

to inform policy or practice)
• (Social) impact of research

• A demonstrable contribution of research to something outside the academic 
system

• An effect on, a change or benefit to economy, society, culture, policy, services



How to put knowledge to use is a universal 
human problem (Estabrookes 2008)

• The problem of putting knowledge to use has been 
characterized 
• as a lag between discovery and uptake (Ogburn, Rogers, 

Diffusion of Innovations)
• as a theory-practice gap (Allmark)
• as a failure of professionals to adopt evidence-based practices 

(Grimshaw)
• as an inability to bring technological innovations to the market 

(Serpa)
• This field of study is labelled “knowledge utilization”

• innovation diffusion, knowledge translation, research utilization, 
knowledge mobilization, and technology transfer

• all address the idea of solving social problems with knowledge



Knowledge utilization as a field of study

• Rogers identified nine diffusion research 
traditions: anthropology, early sociology, 
rural sociology (dominant until the 1960's), 
education, public health/medical sociology, 
communication, marketing, geography, general 
sociology, and a miscellaneous "other"



A domain analysis using author co-citation analysis to trace the 
historical development of the field of knowledge utilization 
between 1945 and 2004 (Estabrookes et al)

• New domains within the field of knowledge utilization emerged over time
• Continued to be strongly linked to innovation diffusion

• Originally diffusion of agricultural innovations in rural sociology (in the 1960s)
• Everett Rogers' books (various editions since 1962) the highest cited 

documents in innovation diffusion literature
• 1965 to 1975: authors from a wide variety of academic disciplines whose common 

object of inquiry is conditions surrounding the use or application of 
scientific knowledge

• 1975 to 1984: knowledge utilization and technology transfer emerge as 
distinct areas of study

• 1985 to 1994: EBM emerges, grows and draws from the fields of innovation 
diffusion, technology transfer, and knowledge utilization
• Since then: evidence-based practice, evidence-based decision-making, 

evidence-informed decision-making
• Gibbons (2000): science as mode two knowledge production, involving non-

hierarchical relationships with stakeholders, such as industry, government, and health 
care decision-makers.



Carol Weiss: The Many Meanings of Research 
Utilization

• 1970s: significant financial resources allocated to applied social science 
research, with government officials also reporting high interest in social 
sciences research, yet  general consensus that social policy research had 
little, if any, effect on policy decisions

• Reason for this paradox: different interpretations of “utilization”
• The Knowledge-Driven Model (instrumental use of research)
• Problem-Solving Model (instrumental use of research)
• Interactive Model
• Political Model (symbolical use of research)
• Tactical Model (symbolical use of research)
• Enlightenment Model (conceptual use of research - not possible to 

identify a single piece of research that has shaped decisions, but a set 
of ideas)



Research uptake (DfID in the UK)
• Research uptake includes “all the activities that facilitate and contribute to the use 

of research evidence by policy-makers, practitioners and other development 
actors” (DfID)

• Aims of research uptake activities
• support the supply of research by ensuring research questions are relevant through 

engagement with potential users
• synthesising and repackaging research for different audiences and communicating research 

effectively (not just disseminating findings through a peer reviewed journal articles)
• build capacity capacity and commitment of research users to access, evaluate, synthesise and 

use research evidence
• Categories of research uptake

• Dissemination of research findings (message)
• Capacity development
• Influence (social influence)
• Collaboration between researchers and users (Communication)
• Incentives and reinforcement
• An enabling environment, and
• Research on Uptake and Use. 



Strands of research uptake (DFID)



SIAMPI
• Social Impact Assessment Methods for research and 

funding instruments through the study of ‘productive 
interactions’ between science and society 

• “SIAMPI does not aim to judge, but rather to reflect, 
learn and improve. 

• “Its philosophy is not fixated on societal impact itself, 
as this is often impossible to measure, but highlights 
the processes that could cause this impact. 

• “Productive interactions are a way to make potential 
impact more visible, as they enable to predict the 
chance to which research could have societal impact” 
(www.siampi.eu)  



Three types of interactions
• Direct interactions: ‘personal’ interactions involving direct contacts 

between people, (face-to-face encounters, or otherwise). These can be 
established through formal institutional contacts but they can also be 
informal e.g. through change encounters, old friendships, etc.

• Indirect interactions: contacts that are established through some 
kind of material ‘carrier’, for example, texts, or artefacts such as 
exhibitions, models or films, web pages, codes of practice, patents, 
reports, exhibitions, blue prints, musical arrangements. It can also be 
another person or group of individuals, in these cases the user or 
beneficiary of the research will become aware of the research 
through social networks or chains of different organizations.

• Financial interactions: when potential stakeholders engage in an 
economic exchange with researchers, for example, a research 
contract, a financial contribution, or a contribution ‘in kind’ to a 
research programme



When is an interaction productive?

• An interaction is productive when it leads to 
efforts by stakeholders to somehow use or 
apply research results or practical information 
or experience (Spaapen & Van Drooge, 2011) 

• Stakeholders are all those involved in 
achieving social impact: researchers, industry, 
public organizations, the government, the 
general public. 



Towards a study of the uptake, use and 
impact of HER and IR

HER IR SocietyHEIs

HE system

Research Practice

HER greater distance
HER stronger on theory
Greater volume IR than HER

Productive 
interactions

A range of 
problems, 
challenges, 
crises

Societal 
challenges



Thank you
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