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Data and success in HE
Welcome to HE.

You have made a 
good choice.

You will want to be 
successful.

We think data can 
be part of that.

And by data we 
mean “how things 
really are”.
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Why “how things really are” now matters

Sector disposition: responsive to 
reason, but reluctant to see ‘how 
things really are’? 

Belief-led sometimes.

But now in a £20+ billion 
competitive market for UG FT 
alone. Reality matters here.



A high stakes environment, like FTSE 100 

The ‘competitive revenue’ at individual universities now overlap 
with the turnover at many FTSE100 and FTSE250 companies.



Using data to be successful
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1.What does data do in HE?
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Using data for big trends

The proportion of young 
people going to university in 
London is high.

And it keeps getting higher.

From the data why would 
you not expect this to 
continue?



Another key co-ordinate

But in London 19 year olds are 
becoming less likely to go to 
university.

Again, from the data why 
would this not continue?



Different places different patterns

In Scotland, for example, 
something different is 
happening.



Use data widely

Some age groups will increase.

Others decrease.

This will matter too.



A neutral view of the future
Put these data and 
analysis building 
blocks together and 
you get a view of the 
future.

It is neutral. Data-led, 
not belief-led. 

Common ground for 
applying judgement.



One strategic signal
You can get a lot of detail 
in the forecasts.

But big signals matter.

Is your strategy going with 
or against this tide?



Thinking about the number
Many universities 
think in terms of 
student numbers.

But it is the real 
income that 
matters. 

In July last year we 
thought the data 
signalled trouble 
ahead.



Always be guided by the data
We knew university funding 
was vulnerable.

But there seemed to be a belief 
that high inflation was a 
remote, near impossible 
outcome.

But the data suggested it was 
actually quite common.



Putting parameters on the future

So we just took a run of data from 
1972 as a guide to a possible 
future.

It has been pretty close so far.

This possibility was in the data all 
along. 

Using as much data as possible, 
and as little judgement as 
possible helps.



Listening to data gives thinking time
It is not just long-term either.

In April 2021 we used the 
evidence in the data to reason 
what the grade distribution 
would be that year.

It turned out to be exactly right.

This gave extra ‘thinking time’ 
for admissions

But not all universities used this.

April 
2021 
article.

August 
results.



Can universities use this approach?
Universities can also 
use these 
approaches.

One small example.



One example: subjects
How many students will there 
be in the future?

In each segment?

What subjects do they prefer?

How is that changing?

What is our market share by 
subject and segment?

And how is that changing?



Data , government, policy and universities
Crudely, Governments feel 
they pay for universities. 
Who then do not do what 
they want.

So Government policy will 
shape your working life.

Data can give a policy an 
unstoppable force.

This is good. So long as the 
data is right.

How does it work in HE?
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Data Battleships

HE policy often conducted using data battleships.
Only governments can muster them.
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Universities hit back
It isn’t a fair fight.

So debate is 
unbalanced.

Intent and 
evidence can easily 
get mixed.

No way to 
challenge. Policy 
likely poorer as a 
result.



The data on harm to students

Inconsequential

Offset by getting into 
a different university

Model had very 
unusual foundations 
(e.g. ethnic effect).

Ultimately there was 
no real argument 
against unconditional 
offers from the data.



Does it matter? And how to respond
Leads to wrong decisions and 
missed opportunities (the 2020 
admissions crisis could have 
been adverted).

In terms of your success, 
remember these data battleships 
have a policy intent.

Don’t rely on their analysis as a 
neutral guide to how things 
really are. Work it out yourself.
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2.What goes on with data inside universities?
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What goes on inside universities?
Too much decision making with 
descriptive data rather than data 
analysis

Benchmarks that lack a 
consistent approach so don’t 
really tell us much

Being led by what data is 
available rather than what an 
institution needs

Commissioning of market 
research that tells us what we 
want to hear rather than what 
we need to know



The Politics of Data within

Managing up to the Board 
or Council with data

Managing staff with data

What gets shared and, more 
importantly, what doesn’t 
get shared and why



Data driven approaches making a difference

Student recruitment and 
management

Academic Programme 
Development and 
Management

Student Success and 
Retention

Student 
Data 

Systems that 
consolidate 
and connect 

Predictive 
data for 

triage and 
intervention

Predictive 
data for 
student 

engagement 
and value 

Propensity 
models for 

student 
recruitment

Data that 
identifies 
inflection 
points for 
decision 
making
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3. How to be successful with data? Top 5.
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Be successful with data: three things

1. Think about the number.

Should it be a rate? Divided by what? Across segments? 
And compared to who? Does it capture what you need?

2. Noise.

Understand random noise. It is larger than you expect. 
Do not be the university wasting energy chasing noise.

3. Model the future.

Build an understanding. Use it to model the future. You’ll 
always be right about the past. Find your limitations.



Be successful with data: another two

4. Ask the right question.

Do people understand the question? Is it actually answerable 
with data? Would an answer change the decision?
If no to any of these, stop the analysis.

5. Be the voice of data.

Data is under-represented and under-performing in 
universities. Produce or sponsor data analysis. Be known 
as the voice of data. 
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Questions and comments


