
Strategic Plan 
Workshop

Benchmarking & Data Use



Agenda

• How to gather the right kind of data and optimize the use of data 

in the work

• How to effectively set benchmarks

• How to evaluate and assess progress

• Using data for decision-making and communication
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How to gather the right kind of data and optimize the 
use of data in the work
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• Define what decision or action you need to inform.

• Avoid collecting data just because it’s available.

Start With the 
Question

• Institutional data (dashboards, reports, IR/assessment data)

• External benchmarks (IPEDS, peer institutions, national 
surveys)

• Qualitative insights (focus groups, interviews, open-ended 
surveys)

Identify the 
Right Sources



How to gather the right kind of data and optimize the 
use of data in the work
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• Use consistent definitions and categories.

• Validate accuracy and completeness.

• Document assumptions and limitations.

Ensure Data 
Quality

• Focus on relevance over volume; highlight what matters.

• Translate numbers into actionable insights.

• Revisit data regularly to adjust strategies.

Optimize Data 
Use

• Use data not just for reporting, but for continuous 
improvement.

• Share findings clearly with stakeholders.

Build a 
Feedback Loop



How to effectively set benchmarks
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Align With Strategic Goals

Benchmarks must connect directly to plan 
priorities.

Ask: Does this measure reflect what success 
looks like?

Use SMART Criteria

Specific – clearly defined target

Measurable – quantifiable or observable

Achievable – realistic based on resources

Relevant – tied to outcomes, not outputs

Time-bound – has a clear timeline



How to effectively set benchmarks
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Establish a Baseline First

Know where you’re starting before setting 
goals.

Choose the Right Type of 

Benchmark

Absolute target (e.g., 80% satisfaction)

Relative comparison (e.g., peer median or top 
quartile)

Growth/change measure (e.g., +10% 

improvement over baseline)

Plan for Review & Adjustments

Revisit benchmarks regularly.

Adapt as strategies and conditions evolve.



How to evaluate and assess progress
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Define Clear Indicators

• Select measures that 
directly reflect your 
objectives.

• Include both leading 
(predictive) and lagging 
(outcome) indicators.

1

Establish a Baseline

• Document starting points to 
measure growth or change.
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Compare Against 
Benchmarks

• Assess progress relative to 
targets, peers, or past 
performance.
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Using data for decision-making and communication
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Translate Data Into Insights

Move beyond raw numbers to what they 
mean.

Highlight patterns, trends, and 
implications.

Keep It Relevant & Actionable

Focus only on data that supports 
decisions.

Avoid overwhelming with unnecessary 
detail.

Tailor to Your Audience

Executive leaders: big-picture trends & 
impacts.

Teams: detailed operational metrics & next 
steps.



Possible benchmark groups

1. Peers – Institutions like us.

2. Aspirational – Institutions we aspire to be like.

3. Recruitment – Our biggest competitors from a recruitment lens.

• First-time New in College (FTNIC)

• First-time Transfer

• First-time Graduate

4. HR/Salary – CUPA HR salary peers.

5. Athletics – Conference USA Peers.
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Hypothetical Example
• By 2030, Missouri State University’s retention rate for first-time new in college students will be in 

the top quartile of our benchmark peers.

• Annual goal: Improve our retention goal by 2% year-over-year.

• Specific: The goal clearly defines what is being measured (retention rate for first-time new in college students), 

who it applies to (Missouri State University), and against whom it will be compared (benchmark peers).There’s 

no ambiguity in what success looks like: top quartile retention.

• Measurable: Retention rate is a numeric metric, allowing progress to be tracked year-over-year. “Top quartile of 

benchmark peers” provides a concrete comparative measure. The annual sub-goal (2% increase per year) 

makes interim progress measurable.

• Achievable: Setting the target as “top quartile” is ambitious but realistic if the current rate is reasonably close. 

The incremental 2% year-over-year improvement breaks the big goal into attainable steps.

• Relevant: Retention is directly tied to university’s student success core priorities. It aligns with strategic planning 

goals around persistence, completion, and competitiveness.

• Time-bound: The long-term target has a clear deadline: by 2030.The annual 2% improvement provides short-

term timelines to evaluate progress each year.
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How can we help?
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Through the Office of 
Institutional Research 

(OIR):

• Provide data dashboards, 
reports, and analysis. 
Identify benchmark peers 
and comparative data 
sources. Support 
development of 
performance indicators. 
Assist with survey design 
and data collection 
strategies. 

Through the Office of 
Assessment & 

Accreditation (OAA):

• Guide the creation of 
measurable outcomes 
and benchmarks. Provide 
tools and templates for 
assessment planning. 
Ensure alignment with 
accreditation standards. 
Offer consultation on 
evaluation methods and 
evidence of impact.

Our Role Overall:

• Equip teams with reliable 
data and assessment 
expertise. Promote 
consistent standards 
across all strategic plan 
initiatives. Help translate 
data into actionable 
insights for decision-
making.



Questions?
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