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Higher education must be one of the most complex value systems in the working world.  Everyone involved, from governor to gardener, academic, alumnus and agent recognises that HE has a higher purpose – the pursuit and advancement of knowledge. But each stakeholder group views it from a different perspective. Each will apply their own set of values to judge the value an institution adds.  

For employees, some will view HE from the traditional contractual perspective: you get value in the form of work from me and in return I extract value from you in the form of pay.  Increasingly staff will view HE from the perspective of the new psychological contract: you add value to me and I add value to you. The implication here – in particular for professional staff is that I become worth more through the work that I do. And in turn the institution becomes more valued from the contribution I make
.  There is a vast body of research into what motivates staff.  The gap is in understanding what value they place on the work in the context of their career: what persuaded them to join, what keeps them here and what would convince them to leave
.

For students, in the past we could reassure them and ourselves that HE was about the pursuit of knowledge. We could explain that ‘this is the way we do things here’, and ‘you’re lucky to be here’.  How long ago that seems today.  In the weird, wired world of web 2.0 the customer is king with more power than ever before.  And the student is empowered as never before: judging and communicating the experience.   

Many will say it is wrong to see a student as a customer.  It is of course as much a question of what the student puts into the experience that will determine what value he or she takes out of it. But there’s no doubt that today many students see themselves as customers, with rights, having made a choice, expecting a level of service and specific outcomes that can certainly be measured in value terms.

Perhaps reassuringly, a sizeable proportion of students look beyond the customer/supplier relationship, as investors in their education.  Perhaps this is a term we should be more comfortable with.  But the value question remains.  Investors expect to see a return.  While today’s swirling economic maelstrom is almost reassuring in driving home the message to all that you can’t always expect a positive return, few students will accept that their own success or failure might be a question of luck.  The cost of their investment is not only the fee and not even that plus all associated costs.  To that must be added the opportunity cost - time that could have been spent elsewhere. 

I have asked over 100,000 students whether, if they fail, they would blame themselves
.  The split is almost even, between those who would blame themselves and those who would find somebody else to blame.  

So how do students measure failure or success in terms of value?  You don’t need to ask the Ombudsman to know that most claims relate to academic outcomes.  But even academic outcomes have to be placed in a wider context – their value in the Real World.  A clear message since 2005, from hundreds of thousands of students, from almost every country in the world, whether consumers or investors, is that the clearest measure of value is employment – payback for student customers, ROI (return on investment) for student investors.  Even if I never want to leave the college or university where I study, employment is still a necessary outcome.  And the vast majority of students and alumni will measure the outcome in terms of economic value added, whether we (as academics or researchers) like it or not.

So if graduate employment is a fundamental measure of the value of higher education, how do the employers of graduates value what they see?  Perhaps it is encouraging that for all but the most vocational of roles, employers place greatest value on the soft skills; the competencies and capabilities that come from higher study in a universal context
.  But here an interesting dichotomy emerges.  The obvious measure of achievement for the education sector is a degree classification.  But that won’t get you a job.  Not even a postgraduate degree will get you a job.  It is the by-products of learning that make the greatest difference to employers.  

Interestingly and logically, employers rate those skills most highly among students who have studied outside their home country
.  Good news for universities, almost all of whom are now dependent on international students for income and/or excellence.  Good news so long as the value equation stacks up for international students.  This stakeholder group has the ability to walk tomorrow; to take their studies somewhere else.  In some markets up to 50% of international students leave within the first year.  That in itself is a shocking statistic – a tragic waste, a lost year.  Far more shocking is the impact of dissatisfaction… and the recognition that many unhappy students don’t have the luxury of leaving.  For most the decision is irreversible and permanent.  A decision they must live with.  

Now overlay the value equation: for a student travelling from China, the student fee for any of the traditional host countries will be a significant multiple of his or her parents’ annual earnings, and in some cases (with no exaggeration) the earnings of generations.  British higher education – any higher education – makes an implied promise: the promise of a brighter future.  But the outcomes of higher education – employment and employability – are the most underinvested areas of the entire system.  To deliver value in higher education, whatever the economic climate, we must not only enhance employability. Increasingly, we will be expected to deliver employment.

Finally, a word about measuring value.  All value is relative.  For all stakeholder groups, the value of higher education to them will be based on their perceptions – not on the reality of an algorithm or some extended algebraic equation.  People report their perceptions to others.  Influenced maybe by facts, but fact-based measurement is old school.  It is basic maths.  The challenge – and the requirement – is to track changing perceptions.  These perceptions are the new reality; the reality we must learn to work with.                

Footnote:

It is clear for UK students that many who might have hesitated to pursue higher education will, in these uncertain times, choose to pursue further study.  It is also true that many students about to graduate will, if they can, extend their studies rather than face a tougher-than-ever jobs market.  To this we can overlay positive indications from the international marketplace – with the pound weaker against most major currencies, the UK is technically much less expensive than before.  A good position for the country widely perceived to be ‘the most expensive nation in the world for international study’
.  For the Chinese, the UK in November 2008 is almost half price (46% cheaper) compared to November 2007, for students from the US more than a 1/3 cheaper (34%) and for students from Malaysia 29%
 lower.  

Untangling value and reputation to understand price elasticity in higher education is a complex task.  Early efforts suggest that for most countries and for most nationalities, higher education is relatively inelastic.  Even significant currency movements (effectively massive price changes) appear not to trigger major changes in education migration.  Where sensitivities are greater – and relative perceptions of value differ most – is likely to be between rival providers of education, within or across markets.  

The most attractive country for higher education remains the US
.  But the latest research reveals strong positive indicators for student numbers coming to the UK in 2009 from the key markets of China and India
.  Their expectations of value will be no lower than the previous cohort. Their perceptions will be communicated at least as fast.

WA 12-11-08

� Mission Critical? Modernising HR in HEIs – W Archer, HEPI 2005


� Current research at 28 UK HEIs, i-graduate with the Leadership Foundation for Higher Education: Understanding Careers in Higher Education – the University Careers Barometer


� International Student Barometer, 2005-2008, i-graduate


� Graduate Employability: What Do Employers Think and Want?  Archer & Davison, CIHE 2008


� Global Horizons and the Role of Employers – R Brown, CIHE 2008


� StudentPulse 2007/8 – Archer & Bush 2008


� ‘Strange Currencies’ Feature in International Focus, The UK HE International Unit 11.11.08


� ICEF International Agent Barometer, Archer & Nightingale 2008, StudentPulse 2005-2008, i-graduate


� Uncertain Times: Currencies, Markets and the Obama Effect, Bush and Nightingale, 2008






