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KPIs Drive Strategic Planning and Execution
And Feedback Steers the Institution in the Right Direction
by Can Saygin

Quantitative tools are essential for developing a framework, but properly identifying stakeholders and 
keeping them involved is what connects planning to execution.

INTRODUCTION

Strategic planning is defined as the process of determining 
a company’s or institution’s long-term objectives, and then 
identifying the best approach to achieve those objectives 
(Edge 2004). The importance of actionable data is key 
to identifying targets and deviations as an institution 
moves them. Institutional research plays a crucial role by 
providing operational awareness (Clagett 2004). While such 
quantitative tools are essential, identifying the stakeholders 
properly and keeping them engaged is the engine that 
connects planning to execution (Wamsler 2017; Rao, Kumar, 
and Aithal 2015).

Compared to industry, academic strategic planning cannot 
succeed in a solely top-down manner. Due to shared academic 
governance, strategic planning and implementation decisions 
in academia must be made in a collective and cooperative 
manner (Sternberg, et al. 2015; Thompson 2017). 

As Mallon (2019) indicated, the empirical literature across 
disciplines has not demonstrated that strategic planning 
always leads to positive organizational outcomes. He 
continued to say “theories from anthropology suggest that 
strategic plans may be more important for what they express 
than what they produce.” 

5 TAKEAWAYS

TOWARD MEETING YOUR STRATEGIC 
OBJECTIVES . . .

1. Identify, broadly discuss with 
stakeholders, and come to a 
consensus. By using measurable 
metrics, where do you want your 
institution to be in the next 3, 5, and 
10 years?

2. Find your baseline. Based on 
measurable metrics, where are you 
now?

3. Develop guidelines to resolve conflicts 
among competing priorities (funding, 
timing, and capacity allocation). 
Remember that you cannot do it all, at 
least all at the same time.

4. Foster a “Goldilocks-style” 
communication strategy. What to say, 
when to say it, how to say it, and how 
frequently to repeat it.

5. Know your limits and push them for 
growth. Every institution has capacity 
and capability restrictions for the 
execution of plans.
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So, what makes a strategic plan successful? While there are 
many answers to that question in the literature, I approached 
strategic planning and execution at The University of Texas 
at San Antonio (UTSA) from a Lean Six Sigma and systems 
engineering perspective. 

FR AMEWORK OVERVIEW 

Typically, academia is better at developing strategic plans 
every five years or so than executing the plans themselves. 
Because the success of strategic planning relies on execution 
of the plan, the plan must be developed properly to begin 
with. A robust strategic plan should keep its relevance and 
validity for at least three to five years in terms of targeted 
institutional destinations, while the specific goals may vary 
while still moving toward the destination. A strategic plan 
must be given enough time to survive, grow, and mature to 
have an institutional impact. 

Lack of integration of operational performance with strategic 
plans steers institutions away from their destinations; a 
robust strategic plan must have a built-in feedback system 
between plan and execution. The UTSA framework was 
inspired by the “closed-loop feedback control system” 
concept, which is a well-known engineering control model. 
A closed-loop feedback system regulates its control signal by 
determining the difference between the actual output and the 
estimated (desired) output.     

A closed-loop feedback system regulates its control 
signal by determining the difference between the 
actual output and the estimated (desired) output.    

The framework (as shown in figure 1) starts with mission, 
vision, and core values. That is the “why” of the institution 
that is based on “who we are” and “what we do.” The mission, 
vision, and core values are used for identifying and focusing 
on the destinations as “where we want to go.” 

Figure 1 Creating a Connected Organization
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Moving toward the destinations requires a journey along 
which performance must be monitored; those performance 
observations are broadly known as metrics. Metrics are 
divided into three categories. Key Performance Indicators 
(KPIs) are the metrics that indicate effectiveness, such as 
graduation rates. Operational Performance Indicators (OPIs) 
are the metrics that indicate efficiency, such as administrative 
cost. Finally, Compliance Performance Indicators (CPIs) 
measure how an institution complies with policies, 
procedures, and processes, such as financial audit results.   

Once the metrics, in the form of KPIs, OPIs, and CPIs, 
are determined, strategies to move the institution toward 
its destination must be determined and prioritized. Most 
higher education institutions bring on strategies as an add-
on to their existing faculty and staff without considering 
capacity and timelines. The UTSA framework brings together 

strategies and annual work plans under the vice president 
units in order to identify capacity issues and adjust timelines. 
Once the initiatives and work plans are determined, a project 
management team coordinates the execution across the 
institution.

The plan, which includes the Focus, Measure, Prioritize, 
and Execute phases (as shown in figure 1), is supported by 
the feedback loop through the Monitor, Validate, and Verify 
phases. 

FR AMEWORK IMPLEMENTATION 

Figure 2 shows an operational view of the UTSA framework. 
Steps one through eight depict a closed-loop system with 
feedback that facilitates revisiting metrics, strategies, and 
goals on a regular basis.   

Figure 2 Operational View as Closed-Loop Feedback System
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Step 1 requires identifying all the external entities, 
platforms, or organizations that rank the institution or 
directly receive institutional reports with some sort of 
performance data. Then performance metrics across all the 
external entities are compiled and mapped onto a matrix 
format (as shown in figure 3).

By means of the mapping in figure 3, the importance of 
metrics can be quantified using weights and based on how 
many external entities require them. That analysis can give 
the institution the ability to focus on, as an example, top-10 
metrics as opposed to the 49 metrics as listed in the figure.

Figure 3 External Reporting and Ranking: Entities and Metric Categories
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In Step 2, university leadership identifies other performance 
indicators in addition to the metrics identified in Step 1. 

Then, all the metrics are compiled and categorized as KPIs, 
OPIs, and CPIs. University leadership identifies “what matters 
to the university,” based on institutional destinations in Step 
3 and pinpoints a set of applicable performance indicators in 
Step 4 (as shown in figure 4).

With broad participation of the campus community members 
and through a governance process, strategic initiatives 
are identified, and each initiative is mapped onto the set 
of selected performance indicators (Step 4) to estimate its 
potential impact in Step 5. 

Figure 4 Performance Indicators   
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At the vice president (VP) level, each VP is asked to map their 
functions and operational processes regarding outcomes onto 
the performance indicators in Step 6. That exercise identifies 

who contributes to performance indicators and facilitates 
accountability. 

Figure 5 Vice President Areas and Their Contributions: A Snapshot of the Exercise from 2017-2018 
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As shown in figure 5, three levels of mapping are used. 
The VP entry in the figure shows the personal metric for 
the vice president; his or her annual evaluation will have a 
higher priority on those metrics. The VP Unit identifies the 
metrics that the vice president division should own and with 
direct reports of the VP involved. “Contributing” denotes a 
secondary-level involvement of the VP and not the primary 
driver on those metrics. Based on the mapping (as shown in 
figure 5), vice presidents submit their annual work plans to 
the president. 

Step 7 includes project management of the initiatives and 
the VP work plans. During regular meetings between each 
VP and the president, their progress on the work plan is 
monitored and discussed. The strategic initiatives are carried 
out through task forces. Scope of each strategic initiative is 
documented on an activity tracking chart (ATC) with metrics 
and timelines. The Task Force leads meet on a regular basis 
and review ATCs. In those meetings, changes in scope of 
work, timeline, and resource needs are discussed. On a 
monthly basis, a progress update is given to the university 
executive leadership level. Issues that are escalated to that 
level are discussed and, if needed, initiatives are reprioritized.

Step 8 includes management of data sources in the form 
of data governance and institutional dashboards. At 
UTSA, institutional dashboards are designed, developed, 
and maintained by the Institutional Research division. 
Those dashboards are customized based on different user 
profiles and include those metrics for which the user group 
is accountable. From the president level to vice presidents 
and to academic deans, various dashboards are available 
in an integrated manner that allow filtering and analysis at 
different granular levels.

SET REASONABLE TARGETS AND SELECT 
STR ATEGIES FOR PERFORMANCE INDICATORS

Because a performance indicator is a metric used for 
evaluating success of a particular activity or strategy, it needs 

to have a current value, a target value, and a timeline. For 
example, when you hear, “We will increase the current four-
year graduation rate of 55 percent to 60 percent in five years,” 
the four-year graduation rate is the performance indicator. 
The reference to “55 percent to 60 percent in five years” is the 
target and the timeline.

Understanding the baseline or the “as-is” behavior is critical 
to setting reasonable targets. Reliable historical data sets 
are needed in order to capture an institution’s past behavior. 
Based on such data, we can then conclude that “if we keep 
doing what we are doing, this is where we will be in five 
years.” 

For example, let us use the three-year historical data for 
the four-year graduation rate and extrapolate the as-is 
improvement into the next five years (as shown in figure 6): 
Using a 1 percent annual improvement on the graduation rate, 
we will be at 60 percent in five years. 

The next step is to strategically determine the growth 
pattern that will take the institution from 60 percent as-is 
improvement to the targeted 65 percent in five years. To 
demonstrate the concept, three growth patterns A, B, and C 
are listed. Pattern A is a linear 2 percent annual improvement 
path. Pattern B relies on a current pace of 1 percent for the 
first two years and then moves forward more aggressively. 
Pattern C starts aggressively in the first three years and then 
levels off slightly. 

The selection of a growth pattern also requires the selection 
of a portfolio of strategies and their anticipated impact 
in terms of targeted metric and timing. Pattern B may be 
more appropriate to apply when you have new strategies to 
be implemented in the next two years, with outcomes to be 
achieved in years three, four, and five. In other words, the 
new strategies will not have an immediate impact on the 
behavior of the institution in terms of four-year graduation 
rate within the first two years.    
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Figure 6 An Example for Setting Targets for 4-year Graduation Rate (fictitious data)

The final step in determining targets, growth patterns, and 
timeline for a performance indicator is the selection of a 
portfolio of strategies that will increase the likelihood of 
success when they are executed properly. Proper execution is 
essential, which requires full awareness of the institutional 
capacity and capability. In addition, understanding the 
dependency among strategies is also critical—in order to 
determine the right launch sequence and timing of strategies. 

When you consider institutional resources, such as financial, 
physical (buildings), or faculty/staff time, you must consider 
all strategies, current and pending, combined across the 
whole institution. While faculty and staff members are 
assigned to project teams or task forces, we typically fail to 
remember that they have a day job in addition to the projects 
to which they are assigned.

Typically, higher education institutions are not very effective 
in managing their capacity, which may explain why so 
many strategies start off with kick-off meetings that are 
accompanied by news releases, and why so few deliver the 
targeted outcomes. As a result, we end up developing a 
strategic plan every five years. 

Similar to capacity, assessment of institutional capability 
is another important attribute that most higher education 
institutions fail to assess properly. Capability is the ability to 
perform a certain task successfully in a certain timeframe, 
so that opportunities are not lost. For example, let us 
compare forming an internal faculty committee to look into 
development of strategic enrollment projects that would be 
compared to hiring consultants to work along faculty for the 
same task. Which one will take longer with fewer tangible 
outcomes, and which one potentially will generate more 
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outside-the-box ideas? And which one will cost more? While 
the investment in consultants will obviously be costly, its 
benefits may be much more impactful and quickly recognized, 
as compared to a faculty group taking its time within the 
same institutional culture to generate a report. The latter may 
take longer and be less effective. 

The aforementioned example points out the extreme ends 
of the spectrum. The purpose is not to blindly recommend 
consultant work over faculty committee work; what works 
best is typically a mixture of both approaches, depending on 
the institutional culture, current status, and aggressiveness 
of growth patterns. Such portfolio management that matches 
institutional capacity and capability is a key factor for 
successfully achieving targeted performance levels.   

CONCLUSIONS 

There are three key decisions or challenges related to 
implementation of an integrated strategic planning and 
execution framework:

1. The core of the framework is the set of KPIs 
upon which the institution needs to agree. Those 
KPIs, as fundamental building blocks, define “what 
matters to our university” in a quantitative way. 
Coming to an agreement on what those KPIs are and 
how they affect institutional behavior is a challenge. 

2. Setting targets and growth patterns for 
KPIs are challenging. Typically, an institution has 
limited resources, therefore different strategies 
applicable to a set of KPIs will compete for the 
same resources. Understanding the dependency 
among strategies and determining the right launch 
sequence, and, if needed, postponing some strategies 
require effective project management capabilities. 
Adding a governance structure regarding 
how strategies are determined, targets are set, and 
projects are launched is essential to keeping faculty 

governance in place, without mandating top-down 
implementations that do not work well in academia.

3. Strategic planning/execution is a marathon. 
Institutions must pace themselves to avoid “cramping 
before the finish line.” In order to achieve long-term 
institutional sustainability of required performance, 
expected faculty and staff contributions must 
be clearly connected to the institutional targets and 
KPIs, which are fundamentally built around the 
needs of students and the geographical region served. 
Redefining the “faculty workload and expectations” so 
they are in sync with the institutional KPIs must be 
carried out carefully—with broad faculty participation 
and urgency, so that the tasks are completed in a 
timely manner. A similar approach applies to non-
academic personnel: Work plans and expectations 
must be refined in agreement with the KPIs. From 
a Lean Six Sigma perspective, that means defining 
value-added activity. Due to inherent institutional 
culture, it becomes an issue of change management. 
Identifying what faculty and staff “should stop 
doing”—since those items are no longer value-added 
activities that match to KPIs—is much more difficult 
than adding new tasks to someone’s job description; 
academia is, unfortunately, an “additive environment,” 
which leads to inefficient use of resources. 

Understanding the dependency among strategies 
and determining the right launch sequence, and, 

if needed, postponing some strategies require 
effective project management capabilities.

Strategic planning and execution require an academic 
approach for planning and an industry-like approach for 
execution. The framework presented in this article presents 
an integrated approach that is built on a continuous 
improvement process—one that effectively monitors 
performance against targets. A feedback loop exists to make 
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necessary course corrections as the institution moves forward 
toward its destination.
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