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Abstract  Background: Existing evidence with regard to the indicators of board performance evaluation of the 
University demonstrated that a comprehensive review of literature is required. The aim of this article is to add to the 
literature on performance evaluation of the universities’ governing boards by providing a summary of literature-
based perspectives. Methodology: Systematic literature searches were undertaken, and relevant studies identified 
using specific inclusion and exclusion criteria. The selected studies were appraised, and their findings synthesized. 
Principal Findings: Fourteen relevant studies were identified, mostly from the USA. Fifty six indicators, categorized 
in seven domains, were identified to evaluate board performance in different universities. Conclusion: Our results 
showed a gap in the literature with respect to the performance evaluation of universities’ governing boards. Given 
the unique context of these universities, it is suggested that more research need to be done in order to understand the 
indicators of the board performance evaluation in these institutions.  
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1. Introduction 
The increasing importance of university’s role in our 

modern economies has added new challenges for higher 
education management. These new challenges with an 
increasing demand for greater institutional efficiency and 
effectiveness put new requirement for professional 
management, innovative forms of organization [1] and 
creative solutions to emerging institutional problems. 

There is a growing focus on university governance in a 
renewed effort to solving myriads of institutional 
management problems. Today there is much more 
attention being paid to the overall university governance 
in general and to the role of the governing board in 
particular [2]. This is so because governing boards play 
the pivotal role in governance as they help to ensure that 
management achieves the stated goals and objectives and 
ensure the survival of the institution [3]. Furthermore, the 
future of higher education is entrusted to governing boards 
[4]. The governing board is the most important kind of 
boards [5] in higher education. It is identified as the 
decision- and policy-making group that sits at the helm of 
an institutional structure. The Board possesses the highest 
organizational authority and is accountable for all 
organizational activities and outcomes [6]. 

Given the critical role that the board plays in university 
performance, it is no wonder that how to evaluate the 

performance of the board has become a matter of interest 
for higher education scholars. Measuring board 
performance is a difficult activity [7], however, it can help 
a board to identify its strengths and weakness and help 
them to adopt required actions that may result in 
improving effectiveness and/or efficiency. Therefore, 
improving the board’s performance is likely lead to 
greater university effectiveness [7,8,9,10]. Like every 
performance evaluation, deciding about the content of the 
evaluation is a difficult, but critical component.  

What constitutes the content of the board performance 
evaluation has been examined widely in the literature 
[7,9,11-22]. There is now a growing literature on this topic, 
especially outside the higher education sector, but still 
relatively spare within the higher education. Some authors 
have also commented that much of the literature on this 
topic in higher education is descriptive and anecdotal in 
nature with limited empirical analysis e.g. [23]. The 
purpose of this article is to add to the literature on the 
performance evaluation of the governing boards by 
providing a summary of the current variables covered in 
previous studies. 

The work reported in this article was a part of a larger 
study for a doctoral dissertation. Hence, every stage of the 
work was under the guidance of dissertation supervisors 
and international experts who have published on this 
subject and whose publications inform the work. To use 
this template, you will need to (1) apply the embedded 
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styles to each paragraph-level item in your manuscript or 
(2) use the specifications shown in Table 1 to format your 
manuscript, with this template as a visual guide. 
Information about paper submission is available from the 
Journal website. 

2. Main Text 

2.1. How to Retrieve Related Evidence 
The scope of this review was to identify studies relating 

to evaluating board performance in universities. Only 
empirical studies undertaken in the universities and 
educational institutions published in English language and 
until 2011 were included. Different strategies used to 
identify relevant studies including searching of electronic 
databases, reference scanning of relevant papers, hand-
searching of the key journals and consultations with 
experts and universities where studies have been 
conducted. Several key databases using suitable keywords 
were searched. Finally, a general Internet search using 
Google and Yahoo search engines was undertaken to find 
further information from unpublished research studies. 
The initial search was conducted in December 2011 and 
was updated in September 2012. To eliminate duplication, 
results from the different databases were placed into an 
Endnote software package. Because the literature on the 
board performance evaluation was mainly discursive and 
the studies rarely include objective measurable outcomes 
commonly used in quantitative research, a narrative 
approach was used to synthesize the results of the studies. 
The input-process-output framework, that is 
comprehensive framework to guide holistic evaluation of 
board performance, was used to summarize and interpret 
the study findings. 

2.2. The Characteristics of Included Studies 
Description of Studies: Once duplicates were removed, 

the search identified 5711 papers. During the initial stage, 
5592 papers were excluded on examination of the title and 
abstract. In the next stage, the complete texts of the 
remaining papers (119) were assessed against the 
inclusion criteria and a further 102 studies were excluded. 
Moreover, three studies could not be included, due to 
failure to access their full text in spite of three attempts to 
obtain them. Finally, 14 primary studies were selected for 
the study. A detailed summary of the included studies is 
presented on Table 1. 

Sectoral Coverage: Studies have been conducted across 
different kind of universities including: private [24]; 
public [4,25-31]; and independent [32] universities. The 
setting of some studies was combination of all [32,33] or 
some sectors [23]. One study has been conducted in 
various nonprofit sectors including the higher education 
[33].  

Time and Place of publication: Regarding to the time of 
publication, there has been a growing interest in this topic 
since the early 1970s. This interest has mainly increased 
after 2000. Most studies have been carried out in USA 
[4,23,24,26-34]. One study was conducted and published 
in Iran [25]. Also, one study was conducted in Canada [35]. 

The Goals of the Selected Studies: The goals of the 
selected studies were different. Five studies had focused 

only on identifying indicators and domains of the board 
performance evaluation [4,26,29,31,34]. The focus of 
other five studies was merely on evaluating the board 
performance [24,27,28,30,33]. The remaining four studies 
explored both identifying the board performance 
indicators and evaluating the board performance on the 
basis of the identified indicators [23,25,32,35]. 

Table 1. summary of the included studies  
Author/s Setting Sample characteristics Method 

Davis et 
al., 1974 

all sectors, 
US 

282 college president (RR: 
66%), 4051 college trustees 

(RR: 37%), random 
sampling 

quantitative 

Likins, 
1979 

private 
sector, US 

91 universities, 
chairpersons of boards and 

presidents 
quantitative 

Chait et 
al., 1987 

all sectors, 
US 61 trustees quantitative 

Holland et 
al., 1989 

independent 
sector, US Trustees, purposively Mix 

Williams 
et al., 1992 

public 
sector, US 

30 community presidents 
and trustees (RR: 93%), 

purposively 
qualitative 

Myers, 
1997 

public 
sector, US 

27 multi campus CEO and 
trustees qualitative 

Kinkel, 
1998 

public 
sector, US 

trustees and governors, 
purposively qualitative 

Michael et 
al., 2000 

different 
sectors, US 686 trustees (RR: 71%) quantitative 

Sortor, 
2002 

public 
sector, US 

42 community college 
presidents, trustees and 

board chairpersons, 
purposively 

qualitative 
and 

quantitative 

Schenk, 
2003 

public 
sector, US 90 trustees, purposively Mix 

Gill et al., 
2005 

nonprofit 
organizatio
ns, Canada 

281 board members and 31 
executives directors from 
32 nonprofit organizations 

quantitative 

CHEPA, 
2006 

public 
sector, US 

132 leaders in higher 
education qualitative 

Kezar, 
2006 

public 
sector, US 

65 different stakeholders of 
boards, snowball qualitative 

Damari 
et.al, 2010 

public 
sector, Iran 

860 enactments, trustees 
and the officers in charge 

of board secretariats 
quantitative 

Research Methods of the Selected Studies: The research 
method of six studies was quantitative [23,24,25,33,34,35]. 
The qualitative methods had been employed in five studies 
[4,26,27,29,31]. Three studies employed mix method 
(qualitative-quantitative) [28,30,32]. The qualitative studies 
have used single case study [30], multiple case studies 
[32], Delphi technique [31] and grounded theory [27]. 
Questionnaire, interviews, document analysis, observations 
and focus group were employed in these studies to gather 
data.  

Theoretical Frameworks of the Selected Studies: Ten 
studies had no explicit theoretical framework to explain 
the board performance evaluation. However, seven studies 
did use different frameworks, including Association of 
Governing Boards (AGB) framework [24,33], Chait et al. 
framework [27,28,30], Shultz matrix framework [26] and 
a self-developed framework by researchers [23]. 

2.3. The Domains and Indicator of the Board 
Performance Evaluation 

As discussed earlier, an input-process-output approach 
was employed to organize the board performance domains 
and indicators identified in the literature. Fifty six 
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indicators categorized to seven domains were emerged 
from the literature review. 

Input dimension: Three domains were recognized in the 
input dimension containing trustees, leadership and 
structure. Fifteen indicators were reported in trustees' 
domain. The first three indicators were classified in one 
group titled trustees knowledge, awareness and 
understanding. These three indicators were trustees 
awareness about their tasks, roles and responsibilities as a 
member of trustee board [34], understanding the higher 
education context and culture [26,27,28,30,32,34] and 
recognition the complexities and differences between the 
administration of higher education and that of the other 
organizations [23,29,34]. 

The next group of indicators in trustees' domain 
referred to trustees' competence. Five competences 
reported in the studies are the analytical competence 
[27,28,30,32,34], the systemic thinking ability [4,26,34], 
team working ability [35], resources attracted [23] and 
political competence [27,28,30,32,34]. 

Trustees experience was another indicator in this 
domain identified by three studies [26,29,34]. Another 
indicator related to trustees' characteristics was Trustees' 
participation. Three indicators of trustees' involvement 
were found in the selected studied that contain the time 
devoted to trusteeship affairs [4,23,26,31,34], timely and 
regular attendance at the board meetings [34] and active 
participation in the board meetings [34]. Two studies 
indicated directly that trustees' commitment and 
willingness to the institution mission could be considered 
as the board performance evaluation [29,31,34]. The two 
remaining indicators of trustees' domain, shown by four 
studies, were classified in a group, labeled trustees' 
influences. These indicators refer to the trustees' direct and 
indirect influences to the welfare of their institution. The 
first one was political influences [23] and the second 
indicator was trustees' external relationship, especially 
those with legislatures [26]. 

Trustees' leadership was the second domain of the input 
dimension. Given included studies, only one indicator 
could be defined for this domain. It was the strength and 
effectiveness of the board chair [4,26,29,34].  

The third domain related to input was structure. Unlike 
the two prior domains that focused on individual 
characteristics, structure domain concentrated more on 
board as entity. Seven different indicators of the board 
performance evaluation were identified: board 
composition [25,26,29,35], board diversity of perspectives 
[26,29,34], geographic representation/regional differences 
[26], use of committee structure [4,25,26], having a clear, 
defined and update board mission [26,34], clear board 
roles, responsibilities and tasks [4] and ethics code charter 
[24,31,33]. 

Process dimension: Internal process and social/board 
dynamic were two domains that have been noted in the 
selected studies. As stated by Kane et al. [36], by term 
process we mean “the systematic series of tasks and 
activities undertaken by the board and to the overall 
systematic management of the board’s work”. In this 
domain twelve indicators, categorized in four groups, 
were found in the relevant studies. The first group was 
labeled as board meeting. In this regard, several indicators 
were emerged from the studies: the quality of agenda, the 
quality, timeliness and relevance of supporting 

information of agenda items [4,31,34], professional 
suggestions and ideas of trustees [34], well-managed 
board meeting [33,36], active, vigorous and sufficient 
debates and discussion of key issues in board meetings 
[4,31,34] and decision making process [4,26,34,35]. 

Second group of processes indicators were named as 
selection, rotation and replacement processes. The first 
indicator in this group was the process of trustees' member 
selection and appointment as well as re (de)selection 
[25,26,35]. The second was the process of rotation of the 
chair of the board [4]. Selecting and appointing a 
CEO/president was the last indicator in this group [26,31]. 
The board development was the third group of process 
indicators. There were two important and frequently cited 
indicators in this group--board orientation [4,26,31] and 
board education [4,27,28,30,32].  

The last group of process indicators was board 
evaluation process. Two indicators were placed in this 
group. First is the process of ongoing board evaluation 
[4,26,31,34,35] and the second was the process of central 
supervision of boards' performance [25].  

The social/board dynamic was the second domain of the 
process dimension. Nine indicators were identified in the 
relevant selected studies regarding this domain. Most of 
these indicators of the social/board dynamic focused on 
board relationships including the trustees' interpersonal 
relations [4,23,26,27,28,30,32,34,33], CEO/president and 
trustees relations [4,23,26,31,34], the CEO/president and 
board chair relations [4], the board relationship with its 
stakeholders including faculty [23,26,31,34], students 
[23,26,31,34], society [4,26,31] and key legislative and 
governor bodies [23,26,31,34]. 

Managing conflicts was another indicator identified in 
the social dynamic domain by two studies [4,29]. Acting 
as a decision making group was the last indicator of this 
domain. Acting as a team lets board lead as a collective 
body. This reduces the chance for other managerial teams 
to gain too much power [4,27,28,30,32]. 

Output dimension: This section identifies domains that 
were distinguished by time. The first category relates to 
short-term results and is called outputs, while those that 
relate to the long-term results are called outcomes in this 
study. Eight indicators were defined in the outputs domain. 
The first group of five indicators was related to the main 
outputs of the boards, which are various functions, or 
tasks performed by the board and the degree to which 
boards are successful in carrying out their tasks. The 
indicators of this group were the most frequent and 
important indicators of the board performance evaluation 
and effectiveness cited in the relevant selected studies 
[25,26,31,34].  

The second group of outputs indicators was named as 
the board decision-making. In this group, the first 
indicator was strategic direction of the board decisions, 
policies and plans. The importance of this direction was 
emphasized by several studies as a vital indicator of the 
board performance evaluation [25,26,27,28,30,32,34,35]. 
The second indicator was the extent to which enactments 
have been enforced [25]. Lastly, with respect to the output 
domains, the frequency of the board meeting has been 
shown by a few studies as an indicator of the board 
performance [34]. 

Four indicators were identified regarding to the last 
domain of the output dimension. The first two of them, 
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institution performance and CEO/ president performance, 
were classified in a group named performance. Some 
studies have already addressed these indicators as 
indicators of the board performance evaluation 
[26,31,34,35].The third outcomes indicator was found as 
the extent to which the institution's goals have been 
achieved. One study pointed to this indicator [25]. The last 
indicator refers creating a culture of excellence at the 
system, noted only by one study [26]. It is mentioned that 
an effective board can build, maintain and improve a 
culture of trust and honesty at the organization.  

3. Discussion 
This is the first comprehensive, system-based literature 

review exploring the domains and indicators of board 
performance evaluation in universities. This study 
synthesized the available evidence within higher education 
and compares it with the existing literature derived from 
the other sectors. We have highlighted key issues with 
respect to the theoretical frameworks and have 
summarized the results of the selected studies. These are 
discussed each in turn as follows. 

First of all, related to the nature of studies, a few 
number of the evidence (only 14 eligible works out of 119 
potential works) demonstrates that, most of current 
literature about the performance evaluation of universities’ 
board were descriptive, based on writer's perspective. Few 
of the articles on board evaluation are based on empirical 
data. This conclusion aligns with one of the writers who 
concluded that one of problems with the board 
performance literature refers to this fact that they are 
based on single anecdotes-consultants' advice or words of 
wisdom from former board members [4]. Such limitation 
has been observed beyond the universities context. As 
Cornforth [11] stated, much of the literature on the 
effectiveness of governing board in nonprofit organization 
is based on personal opinions reflecting personal 
experiences of the writers. This phenomenon is changing 
as new studies based on empirical investigations are 
emerging. As our review indicated, the number of board 
performance studies has been increasing since 2000. Also, 
there has been a slow but steady trickle of the systematic 
empirical studies examining nonprofit and corporate board 
performance since the late 1980's. This growth is to be 
expected given the increasing importance of the role of 
boards and the increasing emphasis on accountability in 
the universities. However, although the number of studies 
is increasing, more investigation about board performance 
evaluation is needed. 

The second finding of this review is related to the 
frameworks of the board performance evaluation. Similar 
to the literature outside the higher education sector, the 
reading of the selected studies reveals that there is no 
agreement among researchers on the best, integrated and 
comprehensive framework for identifying, measuring and 
discussing the board performance evaluation [37]. It 
seems that the differences in context in which the board 
operates are responsible for this. The situation in each 
institution is different. Therefore, scholars that studied 
specific institutions using case study method tend to lack 
broad frameworks that can be used to assess a wide range 
of indicators relevant to the board performance evaluation. 

The role of the context and its relationship with effective 
board performance has been examined by prior researches 
[38,39]. So, special attention is recommended to develop 
and use an appropriate framework for the board 
performance evaluation given the context.  

With respect to this finding, most well-known and 
popular frameworks of the board performance evaluation, 
which had been used in different sectors, were identified. 
Two predominant frameworks for evaluating performance 
and understanding effectiveness for the university’s 
boards were the AGB [40] framework and Chait et al. one. 
Beyond the higher education context, the most three 
dominant frameworks have been developed by Carver, 
Conger et al. [41] and Robinson. Although it seems these 
frameworks differ in their overall orientation, more 
precise attention to these models highlighted a great deal 
of similarity between the different model's prescriptions. 
Given these similarities, we can conclude that although 
most authors identified areas of the board performance 
evaluation, only a handful of authors have proposed and 
developed comprehensive models to assess board 
performance. This implies the need and necessity of 
developing a complete framework to evaluate board 
performance, especially in the universities context. 
Perhaps employing input-process-output framework to 
evaluate board performance would be useful regarding to 
this need.  

The third finding of present review was concerned 
about the dimensions of the board performance evaluation. 
This review showed that process dimension and its 
domains, similar to literature in nonprofit sector, have 
received more attention by researchers and scholars to 
evaluate board performance in universities. Perhaps it is 
because focusing on process dimension for the board 
performance is more feasible and usable approach. 
Moreover, it can be said that because boards can add value 
to organizations through the transition process, attention 
to this dimension is important. This conclusion has been 
mentioned by prior studies [4]. The input dimension and 
its domains have also taken into account to assess board 
performance, both in the universities context and outside 
the universities. It is perhaps because these indicators, 
especially those which relate to the structure domain, are 
directly observable; hence their measure is more reliable 
and valid [18]. Lastly, the focus of board performance 
evaluation plans of the studies was less on the output 
dimension and its domains. It seems the difficulty of 
considering outcome dimension, to isolate and measure 
this dimension, or operationalized it in an easy manner, 
prevents many scholars to consider it. There is not such 
difficulty in the literature of corporate board performance 
evaluation [4]. Since, most of these literature have focused 
on outcome dimension and as many researchers reported, 
small minority of them have focused on board process by 
delving into the "black box" for evaluating its 
performance [13,15,18].  

In conclusion, it can be stated that due to the different 
context and the lack of comprehensive model for the 
board performance measuring, researchers from diverse 
disciplines have focused on various dimensions of the 
board performance assessment. In other words, as 
Nicholson and Kiel [42] stated, everyone who is working 
with boards has developed an implicit framework to guide 
their decision-making. These frameworks are generally 
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tacit and built from former experiences resulting in 
"partial framework" that differs in quality and complexity 
with the framework developer. This displayed again the 
importance of developing a generic framework for the 
board performance evaluation, which considers all aspects 
together. 

The next finding of this review was about the domains 
of board performance evaluation. With the input-process-
output approach in mind and the mapping of the selected 
studies, seven domains were recognized including trustees, 
leadership and structure (in the input dimension); internal 
process and social/board dynamic (in the process 
dimension); outputs and outcomes (in the output 
dimension). Such classification with some differences was 
observed in those literatures which have employed input-
process-output framework to investigate board 
performance. For example, Cornforth [11] categorized 
different factors which have been proposed that affect 
nonprofit board performance in board members (in the 
inputs dimension); board structures and processes (in the 
process dimension); and board tasks and functions (in the 
output dimension). In another classification which has 
been suggested to assess corporate board performance, 
these domains contained board composition (in the inputs); 
board systems and structures (in the processes); board 
performance (in outputs); and corporate performance (in 
outputs) [16]. Such differences are not unexpected. It is 
because, as we noted earlier, the classification of a variety 
domains for the board performance evaluation is affected 
mostly by the researcher's view and its definition of every 
category/component.  

The final findings of our review concerned the 
indicators of the board performance evaluation in each 
dimensions. Most of identified indicators in the 
universities, aligned with those in other sectors. This 
similarity was especially more in indicators of structure, 
internal process, social dynamic and output domains. Most 
of these domains' indicators were well-researched 
characteristics that are considered to have an important 
impact on the board performance. It is perhaps because 
these indicators mostly focus on some characteristic of the 
board as a team. Less similarity observed on indicators of 
the trustees and leadership domains. It is worth noting that 
the identified indicators related to the trustees' domain in 
the universities context were more than the other sectors. 
In addition, many studies have emphasized on these 
indicators to evaluate board performance.  

Finally, minimum similarity was emerged in outcome's 
indicators. While the numbers of studies which have 
considered outcome's indicators for the evaluation of the 
university board performance were handful, many studies, 
especially in corporate literature, have considered these 
indicators for the board evaluation. It is perhaps because 
of simplicity of defining and measuring outcomes 
indicators in corporate sector. In corporate literature, the 
long-term financial succession was the most frequent 
indicator that regarding the mission of the universities 
cannot be studied as an indicator for the board performance. 

4. Conclusion 
In sum, the key conclusion which can be drawn from this 

literature is that there is no "one best approach/framework" 

for evaluation the board performance, since the indicators 
of the board performance depend on organizational 
context. However, it seems that the input-process-output 
framework can be more useful. It is because in 
comparison with available frameworks, this framework is 
a generalized one and can assist us to conceptualize how 
boards work and what we can do in order to improve 
board performance in every context. Hence, if we want to 
evaluate a board in the corporate sector, we focus more on 
outcome indicators. While, if we consider a board to 
evaluate in public sector, such as university context, we 
emphasis more on input and process indicators. This 
framework also considered board performance indicators 
as a set of interrelated dimension where a change in one 
dimension affects others. As a result, board performance 
problems can be diagnosed and based on it, suitable plans 
for board performance improvement are proposed. Lastly, 
employing this framework can cover both individual and 
whole level of the board for the performance evaluation 
(Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1. The input-process-output framework to board performance 
evaluation  

This review also revealed a gap in the literature with 
respect to the performance evaluation of the higher 
education governing boards. Given the unique context of 
the universities, it is suggested that more research need to 
be done in order to understand the indicators of the board 
performance evaluation. 
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