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Reference-based Development of Higher Education Indicators:

Practical Characterization, Functional Utility, and Risk Prevention

Liu Zhentian  Shang Yijie
(Institute of Education, Xiamen University, Xiamen 361005, P.R.China)

Abstract: The issue of higher education popularization has always been a hot topic in international
higher education theoretical research and practical application. Against this backdrop, various

countries and institutions have turned to the indicator referring approach to guide the reform of higher
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education. This study provides a comprehensive overview of the indicator references in higher
education and examines the development status of higher education driven by indicator references. It
also reveals its practical manifestations, discusses its value implications, evaluates the possible
risks, and formulates preventive strategies. According to the three driving forces of organization-
driven proposed by Dimaggio and Powell - mimetic, normative, and coercive, it can be determined
that the development of higher education is simultaneously influenced by internal cognitive factors
and external environments and policy systems. Therefore, this article focuses on those observable,
comparable, and manageable quantitative indicators, including those characterized as four types of
indicator references, each of which has unique analytical and practical functions. Theoretical
indicators, such as Martin Trow’s gross enrollment rate in higher education, provide a framework
for understanding the different stages of higher education development. Guiding indicators serve as
signposts for the development direction of higher education, including indicators or standards for
world-class universities and the index of higher education powerhouses, etc. Prescriptive and merit-
based indicators (such as the benchmark for the establishment of higher education institutions) serve
as a reference for rules and are the minimum quality standards that must be met for the establishment
and development of higher education within a country or region. Random indicators reflect the
continuous changes of higher education institutions. They can be either structural objective
indicators, such as data from statistical yearbooks and reports of international organizations,
countries, regions, or universities, as well as data on institutional setup and evaluation indicators, or
subjective experiential indicators and behavioral indicators. The original intention of index-based
development is to optimize the development path of higher education by referring to specific
indicators and combining the actual development at the international, regional, and inter-school
levels. However, in the specific application process, whether at the theoretical cognition and value
orientation level, or at the practical operation and institutional management level, the reference of
indicators may bring negative impacts or potential risks of merely referring to indicators. To prevent
such risks, the paper emphasizes a more balanced approach. For the better development of higher
education, the reference function of indicators should be understood in a correct way. It starts from
perceiving the actual situation of economic and social development and industrial development. The
development should take the path of diversified operation and characteristic development, and
establish “suitable” education as a proper concept. By further understanding the advantages and
limitations of the referential development of indicators, this paper advocates deepening the reflection
and adaptive adjustment of the application of indicators in the field of higher education. This
integrated approach not only emphasizes the scientific application of indicator tools but also focuses
on adhering to the essence of education, providing a theoretical path and practical reference for higher
education to achieve connotative development in the era of indicators.

Keywords: Reference-based development of indicators; Leading Country in education; Higher

education; Characteristic development; “Suitable” education
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