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Userôs Guide 
 
 

Thank you for subscribing to the AGB Benchmarking Service. This service provides you 

with easy access to multi-year data from several surveys and sources, and a set of 

powerful benchmarking tools to create a wide variety of customizable reports on 

variables of your choosing. This Userôs Guide provides new users with an introduction to 

various features, and will help you get started. It illustrates how to create several different 

styles of reports based upon the institutions, variables, and criteria of your choice. 

 

The Quick Start Guide (pages 3 and 4) gives brief definitions of each function on the 

menu bar, and lists the pages where more information can be found. If youôd like 

information on a specific aspect of the service, this is a great place to begin. Starting on 

page 5, a thorough exploration of the Benchmarking Service menu bar will take you step 

by step through each individual benchmarking function in a logical order, from creating 

personalized comparison groups to producing slides and graphs for presentations. 

 

Some users may want to jump right in.  Just use the menu bar to explore the site. If you 

need quick help while using the Benchmarking Service, click the ñHelpò button in the top 

right corner of the web page for relevant definitions and explanations of the page you are 

currently on.  Additional information is available under ñAbout Benchmarkingò on the 

menu bar, including the Userôs Guide, Userôs Agreement, and Data & Tools.   

 

Please let us know if you have any questions or comments about the Userôs Guide or the 

service. You may send an email to Merrill Schwartz at Benchmarking@agb.org. 

 
Revised August 2010 

 

 

mailto:Benchmarking@agb.org
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About the Data 

 
The AGB Benchmarking Service features data from multiple surveys from the US Department of 

Education Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS).  Data are available on finance, 

enrollment, financial aid, completions, graduation rates, and faculty and staff, starting in 1998-1999 

through the most current year available. (For GASB data the earliest year available is 2000-2001, when 

new reporting standards were introduced.)  Early release data are used until final adjudicated data are 

available, to provide access to the most current data. IPEDS data regarding institutional characteristics 

(Carnegie classification, state, control, etc.) were obtained from the most recent survey for use with the 

New Group Wizard for creating comparison groups.  

 

Be aware that changes have been made by the US Department of Education in the FASB and GASB 

versions of IPEDS surveys and in reporting requirements. For example, some public institutions may have 

used a FASB survey in some years and GASB survey in others.  This could explain why you have blank 

fields for financial data for an institution in your comparison group (another possibility is incompletely 

reported data).  Please also note that FASB and GASB data have different variable names in the AGB 

Benchmarking Service.  If you have both public and private institutions in your comparison group, you will  

have to use both FASB and GASB variables for finance data. 

  

The population of institutions in the AGB Benchmarking Service database includes all U.S. degree 

granting, public and private nonprofit colleges and universities, totaling over 4,000 institutions.  Proprietary 

institutions were excluded.  Most data for institutions within systems were reported at the individual 

institution level.  

 

In addition to data from IPEDS, the AGB Benchmarking Service will include data from several other 

sources.  It now includes NACUBOôs Total Endowment.  Suggestions for expanding the database or other 

comments may be made by sending an email message to Merrill Schwartz at Benchmarking@agb.org. 
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Quick Start Guide 
 

 

What would you like to do? 

 

 

Where to Go on the Menu Bar 

 

1.  Select an institution to highlight in reports (my 

own institution or another of my choosing) 

 

Set Focus Institution (page 5) 

 

2.  Create my own group of colleges or universities 

to use as a comparison group 

 

Comparison Groups (page 6) 

 

3.  Use a preexisting report template to view 

complex comparative data on a particular topic 

 

Quick Reports (page 9) 

 

4.  View trend data (multiple years) for one variable 

at a time for my institution and one or more 

comparison groups or institutions 

 

Tables and Graphs (page 11) 

 

5.  Compare multiple variables in the same report 

for a given year  

 

Report writer (page 14) 

 

6.  Run an ordered list of institutions for any 

variable I choose  

 

Sorted Lists  (page 17) 

 

7. View a series of preexisting reports (a slide show) 

on a variety of topics, or create my own slide show 

using reports I have saved online  

 

Slide Shows (page 18) 

 

8.  Add additional users for my institution  

 

User Set-Up (page 21) 

 

 

Set Focus Institution (page 5) 

To get started using the AGB Benchmarking Service, select your focus institution. The focus institution is 

highlighted in reports that include other institutions, and featured in tables and graphs in addition to the 

comparison groups you select.  Most users select their own institution as the focus institution.  Your 

selection will remain in effect until you change it. 

 

Comparison Groups (page 6) 

The AGB Benchmarking Service allows you to create comparison groups to compare aggregate data of a 

group to those of your own institution, other groups, or other institutions. These groups are completely 

customizable. You can use the New Group Wizard to select institutions by characteristics such as  
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enrollment, location, and Carnegie classification, or use Create New Group From Scratch to select 

institutions by name. 

 

Quick Reports (page 9) 

The Quick Reports function gives you immediate access to pre-designed reports that compare large 

quantities of useful and relevant data from your institution to the comparison group of your choice.  For 

example, view all FASB variables in ñFinancials (FASB).ò Other reports cover key governance areas such 

as enrollment, staffing, and diversity; feature selected strategic indicators; and provide the option to view 

detailed reports for a specific year or track percentage change over time.  Quick Reports were prepared for 

you by AGB on a limited number of key areas, to easily manage large data sets.  You will also want to 

create your own reports using other Benchmarking tools, such as Tables and Graphs, Report Writer, and 

Sorted Lists (see below). 
 

Tables and Graphs (page 11) 

The Tables and Graphs feature is a very versatile tool designed to help you explore differences among 

institutions and groups of institutions, over time. This is great for examining trend data for several 

institutions or groups at once, for any one variable, for all available years.  You can display the results as a 

table, line graph, or bar graph. You can customize tables by editing the years displayed, using a divisor, and 

adjusting for inflation. If you are working with data for one specific year, this may not be the most efficient 

tool, and you might consider working with Report Writer  and Sorted Lists first. 

 

Report Writer (page 14) 

Report Writer is a tool to create a table of multiple variables for a specific comparison group in a specific 

year -- all of your own choosing. It provides you with data on each institution (complete report) and 

descriptive statistics for the comparison group you are examining (summary report). Check out the 

available divisors, such as per student, in the drop down menu.  Report Writer is the best tool to use to 

create your own reports with multiple variables.  

 

Sorted Lists (page 17) 

The Sorted Lists function allows you to rank order institutions in a group according to values on a variable 

you select. These groups can be ordered ñlowest to highestò or ñhighest to lowest.ò Divisors such as per 

student are also available here. 

 

Slide Shows (page 18) 

 Slide Shows provide an efficient way to explore survey data. A Slide Show is a set of tables, graphs, 

reports, and text pages that can be created and organized to present an analytical sequence exploring a 

topic. You can create your own shows online (Personal Slide Shows) and you can use shows created and 

shared by others (Shared or Public Slide Shows).  The Public Slide Shows are provided by AGB to all users 

and are a good teaching tool and starting point.  Public Slide Shows are already formatted and arranged by 

themes, such as Admissions & Test Scores.  You can select any of the Public Slide Shows to use with your 

focus institution and comparison group.  To create your own Personal Slide Show, use the ñSave as Slideò 

button to save any output you generate using other Benchmarking tools (Tables and Graphs, Sorted Lists, 

or Report Writer). Saving slides allows you to build a collection of slides (saved online) that you can 

arrange into a show.  (If you prefer to save your work on your own computer, you can copy and paste your 

output into Excel, PowerPoint, Word, or other application.) 

 

User Set-Up (page 21) 

The person at your institution designated as the Unit Administrator has ñAdministrationò on their menu bar 

and can access the User Set-Up page. The first and last name and an email address is the information 

needed to add new users to (or delete users from) the Benchmarking Service.  
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Exploring the Benchmarking Menu 

Part 1: Set Focus Institution 

 
Select your institution as the focus institution, when you first use the Benchmarking Service. This will 

highlight your institutionôs data in the reports you create. On the menu bar, select Set Focus Institution.  

Type in the name of the institution and click Search.  Click the name of your institution from the search 

results.  You will always have this institution as your focus institution when you logon, unless you change 

the focus institution.  You can follow the same steps to select another institution as the focus institution, at 

any time. 

 

 
 

Most users will select their own institution as the focus institution, but you are not required to do so.  Tip: 

In Tables & Graphs you can select one or more other institutions (rather than a comparison group) to do 

head-to-head comparisons with your institution and another, on a selected variable, over time.  
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Exploring the Benchmarking Menu  

Part 2: Comparison Groups 
 

 
Creating Comparison Groups 
 

The AGB Benchmarking Service is all about comparative data. To start, youôll want to create a comparison 

groupðor several. Click on Comparison Groups on the menu bar and choose your preferred group 

creation methodðNew Group Wizard or Create a Group from Scratch. Or you may copy and modify an 

existing group from the list of ñPublic Groupsò on this page; comparison groups listed as ñPublic Groupsò 

are available to all users. 

 

 
 

With the New Group Wizard you can select a set of institutions based on characteristics such as Carnegie 

classification, state, enrollment size, budget size, or control (public, private independent, and private 

religious).   When you click the New Group Wizard link, the selection interface will open in a new 

window. Use your cursor to click on the criteria you want. To make multiple selections from a fieldðsuch 

as NJ, NY, and PA for states or to select several Carnegie classificationsðhold down the Control key 

(Command key on a Mac) while clicking each desired option. You need to have a minimum of five 

institutions in a comparison group.  Using ñStateò as a search criterion is optional.   

 

 

 

Á New Group Wizard ï If youôd like to 

select institutions based on certain 

characteristics. 

Á Create from Scratch ï If you know 

the names of the institutions youôd 

like in the new group. 
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When you are finished selecting criteria, click ñSearch.ò The results based on your selections will appear in 

your original window. If you want to adjust your criteria, go back to the Wizard window, which will have 

been minimized, adjust the criteria, and hit ñSearchò again. To accept the list, give it a name by filling in 

the box next to Comp Group Name and click ñSave Comparison Group.ò   

 

You can also fine-tune the list. Click on the box next to an institution to unselect it.  To add an institution, 

type its name in the box next to ñAdd an institution.ò  When youôre satisfied with the list, give it a name 

and click Save Comparison Group.   

 

Or create a comparison group with Create New Group from Scratch.  Just add your institutions by name, 

one at a time.  Type the name of the institution and hit Search.  Check the box next to the institution(s) you 

want to preserve in the list.  Now type the name of another institution and hit Search again.  Again check 

the box next to the new institution(s) you want to keep in the list. You can continue to edit the list until you 

have all the institutions you want.  To save the list, give it a name and click ñSave List.ò 

 



 

© 2010 Association of Governing Boards of Universities and Colleges 

 

Page 8 

Creating Comparison Groups 
 

 
 

No matter which way you create a comparison group, you will need to give the group a name and save it.  

That comparison group will be there whenever you log on. Groups you create appear in a list as ñYour 

Personal Groupsò on the Comparison Groups page. These groups will also be listed as a choice in a drop 

down menu for selecting a comparison group in any of the Benchmarking tools, whenever you use the 

service. Use the check box next to groupôs name to control whether or not it appears in your Comparison 

Group drop-down lists. Note that you must click the Save Changes button after changing the set of groups 

you want to appear in your drop down lists while using the Benchmarking tools. 

 

 

 
 

Organizing Custom Comparison Groups, Public Groups, and Shared Groups 

 

You can share a group with others at your institution by using the red arrow icon to move a group from 

ñYour Personal Groupsò to ñShared Groups.ò   

 

You can also use any comparison group listed under ñPublic Groups.ò  These groups were created by AGB 

for use by any subscriber. 

 

Remember to use the ñHelpò icon in the upper right hand corner of the web page for more tips, such as how 

to copy and modify a comparison group.  
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Using Your Comparison Groups 

 
You can now create reports using your custom comparison group(s) by clicking on any of the 

Benchmarking tools (Slide Shows, Tables and Graphs, Report Writer, Sorted Lists, and Quick Reports.)  

Your comparison groups and any shared or public groups that you have checked for inclusion will appear 

as options in Comparison Group drop down menus in all of the Benchmarking tools. 

 

 

 

 

Exploring the Benchmarking Menu 

Part 3: Quick Reports 
 

The Quick Reports function gives you immediate access to pre-designed reports that compare large 

quantities of useful and relevant data from your institution to those of the comparison group of your choice. 

Quick Reports have been designed for you by AGB to display multiple variables or ratios on key topics in a 

nicely formatted table. For example, view all FASB variables in ñFinancials (FASB),ò or see complex 

reports on ñCompletions,ò ñStaff Diversity,ò or ñEmployee Benefits.ò Of course, these reports will 

automatically be updated with the most recent year of data. Some reports can be opened directly into an 

Excel spreadsheet; you can also print your report from the web or copy and paste it into another 

application. Variable definitions are provided in a pop-up window and can also be printed from the web.   

 

Setting Up the Report 

 
Check to make sure the focus institution is the one you want to use for your report. (If it isnôt, you can 

change it in the ñSet Focus Institutionò tab on the menu bar.  See Part I, Set Focus Institution, for details.) 

Choose your Comparison Group and the type of display you prefer. The default display format is actual 

reported values for each variable in your report, but you can choose to use a divisor (such as per student or 

per total assets), if applicable. Choose the year and the display scale (e.g. thousands or millions) youôd like 

to use in your report, or you may let the display scale be chosen for you automatically. Choose the output 

format (standard web page or Excel). Lastly, adjust the percentage thresholds above and below which 

variables will be highlighted in the report to indicate discrepancies between the value for the focus 

institution and the comparison group median. After you have chosen all of these parameters, click ñGo to 

Reportò to bring up the Quick Report. The process may take a few moments, as your report is created ñon 

the fly.ò 
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Quick Reports (continued) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Viewing Your Report 

 
We will use the FASB Financial Report as an example of a Quick Report. The report lists the selected 

information about your focus institution (Column A) and the chosen comparison group (Column B).  The 

table generated for the FASB report displays a summary of statistical information listing the average, 

minimum, median, and maximum values for each variable. The table also displays the number of 

institutions reporting (N), as well as the 25
th
 and 75

th
 percentile values. When your institutionôs values 

exceed or fall below the percentage thresholds relative to the comparison group median you specified on 

the previous screen, the row will be highlighted (notice the shading for ñTotal unrestricted net assets,ò 

below). This is a useful way to see if your institutionôs values are excessively high or low relative to the 

comparison group for a particular variable.  

 

The easiest way to save a Quick Report on your computer is to choose ñExcelò as the output format, when 

you set up the report.  When you click on Generate Quick Report, you will be prompted to click ñSaveò to 

download the report. The file will automatically be given a name and saved to your desktop.  

 

Like any other benchmarking output, you may also copy and paste this report from the web into another 

application by selecting the text (highlighting it with your mouse) and typing Ctrl-c (or Command-c) to 

copy, and Ctrl-v (or command-v) to paste it into the application you have opened. You may also use the 

copy and paste menu displayed with a right click of your mouse. 
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Exploring the Benchmarking Menu 

Part 4: Tables and Graphs 
 

 

One way to generate reports is with ñTables and Graphs.ò You can use this tool to pick your own 

indicators, add one or more comparison groups or additional institutions, and display the data as a table or a 

graph. When you first open Tables and Graphs you will see a default table showing your institution's results 

over a range of years on Enrollment, the default variable. If you do not see a table, you will need first to set 

a focus institution (see Part 1, above), and the table will appear. 

 

Selecting the Institutions and Variables You Wish to Compare 
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Your results will automatically appear in the table as you make the changes to the institutions, comparison 

groups, and variables involved. 

 

 Data Dictionary  

 
The variable name will appear at the top of each table.  Most variables will be underlined and are linked to 

the data dictionary.  Just click on the underlined variable name and a pop up window will appear with the 

Definition, Notes, and Source. Below is an example for the variable ñEnroll: All Students Combinedò 

 
Enroll: All Students Combined  
Definition  
All Full - time and Part - time Undergraduate, First Professional Degree and Graduate students combined.  
Includes all ethnic categories, men and wo men combined.  
Notes & Caveats  
IPEDS collects Fall student headcounts, not full - time equivalents (FTEs).  
Source  
IPEDS Fall Enrollment forms.  

 

Viewing and Presenting Your Results 
 

Data will be displayed as a table, as the default.  To see the data as a bar graph, just click on ñGraphò from 

the menu above the table.  When you are viewing a bar graph, the menu above the table will offer other 

options, including line graph or table.  You can also choose the ñGraphics Free-Tableò formatting option, if 

you want to copy the table to another application. 

 

There are several different ways to view the data contained within the table. 

Á Graph - Click on ñGraphò to switch from table to graph format. There are some self-explanatory 

controls then available to you while using Graph. When viewing a graph, click on ñTableò to revert 

back to a table format. 

Á Graphics-Free Table - Click to pop-up an unadorned table for printing and distribution. 

Á Save as Slide - Click to save the current table or graph as a slide. All the selections you have made to 

create the table are saved, not the displayed table itself. Your saved slides will be available for you to 

use in the ñSlide Showsò tool. Slides can be assembled in a series to create a presentation (a Slide 

Show). See the ñSlide Showsò section (Part 4) for more information. 

Á Export as CSV ï Click to save report on your own computer as a comma-separated value file. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the top left corner of the screen, underneath the menu bar, youôll see the following options: 

 

Á Add Institution  ï To add a specific institution, click on this option and a pop-up search window will display. 

Search results are listed in the pop-up window up to five at a time; to see the next five, click on Next 5. Click 

on the name of the institution to add it. Once the institution is selected, data for it will appear in the table.  

Á Tip : Multiple institutions and comparison groups can be added to the same table.  

Á Add Comparison Group ï Click this, and a pop-up selection window will display. Select one of the 

comparison groups from the list. Repeat this step to select additional groups to display in the same table. Data 

for a comparison group will appear in the table, when it is selected.  

Á Change Variable - Click to display a pop-up window from which you can select a new variable for the table 

or graph. You must first select a family of variables and then select the specific variable from within that 

family.  Repeat this step to select a different variable.  Click on the underlined variable name in the table, to 

see a definition. 
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Below are some examples of the ways in which you can view your data from Tables and Graphs. 

 
 

Bar Graph 

 

 
Line Graph  

 


