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Evaluation of university performance is one of the most controversial topics in 

Russian higher education. During the last five years, the government has 

produced a vibrant discourse on the necessity to reduce the number of low-

quality institutions. As part of the task to ‘clean the system of higher education,’ 

the state agency developed a methodology to evaluate the performance of 

educational organizations. All Russian universities are obliged to participate in 

the annual evaluation and provide reliable information about more than one 

hundred statistical indicators. The state agency claims that metrics are used for 

making decisions about enforcement actions like onsite inspections, pending 

accreditation and even shut down a university. However, the following question 

is rarely raised. Have the results of evaluations had an impact on subsequent 

decisions to punish the ineffective institutions?  

This research uses the data on evaluation of university performance and decisions 

to inspect a university to study how state agencies apply information in decision 

making. This question is the critical question for the research on information 

processing in organizations [Baumgartner and Jones 2012; Workman, Jochim, 

Jones 2009]. According to the rational model, information is used to make better 

decisions [Ewell 1989]. Feldman and March in their seminal paper show that 

there are some behavior patterns in organizations that do not fit the rational 

perspective [Feldman and March 1981]. Notably, there is a considerable body of 

research on non-rationality in public agencies [Shulock 1999; Baumgartner and 

Jones 2012; Dahler-Larsen 2000].  

So we raise the following questions:  

• Is there a mismatch between the official grounds of using information and 

empirical behavior?  

• What can explain (non)use performance indicators in decision making? 

• What are the key factors that affect how and whether the information has 

impact? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We choose the strategy to rely on 

administrative data derived from 

the operation of administrative 

systems such as governmental 

agencies [Connelly et al. 2016]. This 

study uses administrative data on the 

inspections of universities merged 

with results of annual evaluations of 

universities conducted by the 

Ministry in 2013-2016 (7785 cases). 

How can we understand that 

information has influenced a 

decision? At the minimum, the 

empirical data ought to show that 

universities which have low-

performance results are inspected 

more often than those universities 

that have higher performance results.  

 

In 2014 the agency started a campaign to 

‘clean the system of higher education’. If 

the state intends to close a university the 

first step is to inspect a university, so the 

number of inspections has been growing.  

Did the agency use the performance 

indicators in decision-making?  

We conducted linear probability model 

with inspection as dependent variable and 

performance indicators in the various 

domains of activity as independent 

variables.  

Different models demonstrate that the 

state systematically penalizes the 

universities which are simultaneously 

evaluated as effective organizations. 

Instead of using different kinds of metrics 

about research and educational activity the 

state bases their decisions on the 

university type. The fact of being 

inspected depends on whether the 

university is a private organization 

controlling the effectiveness of an 

institution.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.2 Standardized betas  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The data demonstrate the over-interest in performance indicators and under-use of 

this information. What explains this paradox? It is hard to answer this question 

directly but instead, we can ask about the alternative information which seems has 

impact on decision-making about inspections. The type of university is much more 

simple information compared with the performance indicators. Decision-makers 

especially in the authoritarian system form “the temptation of clarity” [Baumgartner 

and Jones 2012; Black 2008]. Their decisions are based on clear but low-quality 

information that fails to capture the complexity of the environment. From this point 

of view, the state agencies operate as functionally-stupid organizations [Alvesson 

2012; Miller 1993].  
 

Table 3 Comparison of public 

and private universities (medians,  

Source: Monitoring 2014) 
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Fig. 1 The dynamic of inspections 

conducted by the state agency 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Table 2. Linear probability model of 

inspections on performance indicators 
 

From the point of view of state control, it is 

natural to suspect private organizations as the 

main candidate for inspection and shut-down. 

Private institutions categorized as a low-status 

sub-category. In this respect, the agency 

construct the narrative that the private 

institutions are non-effective, and this narrative 

has a sense to them even if their performance 

results are passable. Private university is the 

kind of organizational stigma which defines all 

organizations under this category as tainted 

[Hudson 2008].  

 


