
PROTECTED PAST, 
PRECARIOUS 
FUTURE? 

Tenth survey of heads of UK higher 
education institutions



2 PROTECTED PAST, PRECARIOUS FUTURE?

About the survey

This report is based on responses to a postal 
and online survey sent to the heads of all UK 
higher education institutions, supplemented 
with extended telephone interviews with 
a large sample of respondents.1 As well as 
some questions carried forward from past 
years to allow for comparisons, we explored 
the strategic priorities and progress of 
institutional plans, the changes they have 
sought to make in their internal capabilities 
and workings, and their views on the 
outlook for the sector over coming years. 
Many respondents also added personal 
observations to their survey answers, some of 
which we have quoted throughout this report.

We are most grateful to everyone who 
participated in the survey.

In addition, to mark this tenth edition of our 
surveys, we are very pleased to include a 
personal foreword and commentary from Sir 
David Bell, Vice-Chancellor of Sunderland 
University and formerly Vice-Chancellor 
of the University of Reading, Permanent 
Secretary at the Department for Education, 
and Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector of Schools.

1  We surveyed 160 heads of UK universities and other recognised higher education institutions and use the term ‘vice-chancellors’ to embrace their 
diversity of titles. Similarly, we refer to ‘universities’ and ‘institutions’ as embracing all types of higher education provider, both public and private.
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INTRODUCTION 

It often seems disruption and anxieties have 
become the norm for UK universities, making the 
business of higher education (HE) unpredictable 
and, for some, precarious. Yet this turmoil is a 
recent development. Not long ago universities 
could confidently plan for steady growth and 
comfortable livings within a benign policy and 
funding environment. That is certainly not their 
experience today. 

Over the past decade, PA Consulting (PA) has carried 
out surveys of vice-chancellors which have monitored 
remarkable changes in their world and far-reaching 
responses to them. For this, our tenth survey, we 
invited vice-chancellors to reflect on this evolution 
and look forward to the next decade.2 The result is a 
fascinating picture of a sector on a transformational 
journey, with universities taking different routes towards 
unknown destinations.

2 Copies of previous survey reports can be requested at education@paconsulting.com

We conducted this survey in the closing months of 2018 
against a backdrop of extraordinary political and policy 
uncertainties. These included the Brexit negotiations, 
ministerial changes, the Augar review of post-18 education, 
the recent Office for National Statistics (ONS) review of the 
fiscal treatment of the student loans system, the roll-out of 
regulatory reforms by the new Office for Students (OfS), 
the separation of policy responsibilities for education and 
research, reviews of visa and immigration policies, and 
wider threats to global trade and co-operation. 

However, looking at our previous surveys, such instability 
is nothing new. Most of our surveys have been undertaken 
against backgrounds of uncertainty and disruption, whether 
through changes of government, policy reviews, new 
legislation, or demographic and societal shifts. 

While vice-chancellors have often expressed serious 
concerns about the difficulties these disruptions posed, 
the fact that the sector has survived largely unscathed 
bears testament to the resilience of universities and to 
the essentially-supportive environment they have enjoyed 
– at least until recently.
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FOREWORD FROM  
SIR DAVID BELL, KCB 

Ten years on...

Just before Gordon Brown became prime 
minister in June 2007, I was Permanent Secretary 
at the Department for Education and Skills 
(DfES). Not long afterwards, the short-lived 
DIUS – Department for Innovation and Skills 
– was created and took over responsibility 
for universities. But even before I ‘lost’ higher 
education, the conversation was increasingly 
about institutional funding and sustainability. 

Although I claim no great foresight, there was a view 
then that the recently hard-won increase in tuition fees to 
£3,000 per annum would not bear the weight of continuing 
expansion. But at least there was a mood of optimism and a 
warm glow around universities.

After ten years of PA’s valuable surveys of vice-chancellors, 
it is fair to say that the mood music is less positive. So, what 
have been the big themes since my time at DfES, at least as 
seen through the eyes of vice-chancellors?

First, the rise of strategy. Universities became sharper in 
seeking to define their institutional identity. Yet, for all 
the effort that went into seeking distinctiveness, strategy 
documents ended up looking remarkably similar. 

An even more serious charge is that they fostered a 
Pollyana-ish optimism that everything, and everyone, 
could grow and grow. Few considered what happens 
then if additional income comes in more slowly, or fails to 
materialise at all? 

Second, competition, competition, competition. Student 
Number Controls – remember them? – were in place back 
in 2008 and quotas predominated. Yet, even then, savvy 
institutions had already found ways to grow in several ways. 

But it was the surprise ending of ‘capping’ from 2015 
onwards that had the greatest impact. Unarguably the most 
significant policy shift of the last decade, its consequences 
are being felt even more sharply today.

Third, the demise of consensus. PA’s surveys have tracked a 
progressive decline in the relationship between universities’ 
perceived interests and those of ministers.

Yet, there is always a risk if university leaders appear either 
naïve about, and/or indifferent to, political priorities. 
Concerns on issues such as contact hours, grade inflation, 
the quality of teaching, and – dare I mention it? – vice-
chancellors’ pay must be taken seriously. 

Fourth, the challenge to authority. Senior leaders, including 
vice-chancellors, find themselves under increasingly 
personalised attack while dealing with greater complexity 
in managing students and staff. That can involve everything 
from having to shape provision to ‘satisfy’ student 
expectations, to managing increasingly difficult issues such 
as the rise in mental health referrals. On the staff side, there 
is more organisation against ‘management’, alongside the 
longstanding argument about ‘managerialism’ in universities. 

So, what next? To begin with, a note of caution. The higher 
education system in the UK looks in many ways very similar 
to how it looked 10 or even 20 years ago. Some would 
go further and say that it has hardly changed in decades 
because of the sector’s innate conservatism.



TENTH SURVEY OF HEADS OF UK HIGHER EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS 7

The truth is quite different. One of the reasons that 
universities endure is that, in aggregate, they continue 
to appeal to students of all ages. They speak to a set of 
values which, even in a more divided society, most citizens 
can support.

In addition, they remain at the heart of knowledge discovery 
and intellectual endeavour, even though research has not 
featured highly in the surveys. That might change, of course, 
as the cost of research and the issue of cross-subsidy from 
teaching income comes more into focus.

Even so, the status quo will not simply prevail. So-called 
‘new entrants’ will continue to arrive, albeit almost certainly 
in niche areas of study where the overhead costs are 
likely to be lower. But this is not likely to be the real driver 
for change. 

The institutions that will thrive and succeed in the future 
are those that spot new opportunities and discern market 
movements, move with pace to exploit them ahead of 
others, focus on value, and keep costs ruthlessly under 
control. For those able to respond in these ways, as one of 
my colleagues has observed to PA, ours will remain a good 
business to be in.

Sir David Bell became the Vice-
Chancellor and Chief Executive of the 
University of Sunderland in September 
2018. In a career spanning over 37 years, 
Sir David has held several major posts 
across the education system. Between 
2012 and 2018, he was Vice-Chancellor 
at the University of Reading. Previously, 
he was Permanent Secretary at the 
Department for Education for six years, 
serving four Secretaries of State and 
three Prime Ministers. He also served as 
Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector of Schools 
for nearly four years. Between 1 August 
2017 and 31 July 2019, Sir David is Vice 
President England and Northern Ireland 
for Universities UK (UUK) as well as a 
member of the UUK board.
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SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

Our survey invited vice-chancellors to give their 
thoughts on the huge policy and market changes 
seen in UK HE over the past decade and those 
expected to come. Additionally, in our follow-
up interviews, we invited thoughts on the wider 
development of the HE sector and environment.

Surprises and disappointments

We asked respondents what, with hindsight, had most 
surprised them about the changes seen over the past 
ten years.

On the positive side, vice-chancellors observed that all 
universities have greatly improved the service given to 
students in response to the need to attract their custom  
in a competitive buyer’s market. 

On the downside, all the vice-chancellors we interviewed 
expressed regret at the erosion of relationships across the 
system – with government, students, staff, the media and 
even other HE institutions. This has been seen in:

• loss of the open and supportive relationship English and 
Northern Ireland universities had enjoyed with HEFCE 
(Higher Education Funding Council for England), in 
which problems could be discussed and quietly resolved 

• the treatment of students as fee-paying consumers, 
turning co-creative learning partnerships into 
transactional entitlements, encouraged by consumerist 
narratives from ministers and regulators

• the escalating negative press and poor public 
perceptions of universities, manifested in criticisms of 
vice-chancellors’ pay, quality standards, student welfare, 
employment outcomes and the value-for-money of 
university provision

• the barriers to reform created by antagonistic relations 
between institutional leadership teams and their staff, 
exacerbated by insecurity, casualisation, pensions 
disputes and ideological differences

• increased difficulties in forming collaborations between 
universities as institutions have become more concerned 
with protecting their own recruitment than in sharing 
initiatives with competitors.

Compliance to competition

Our surveys have tracked a dramatic turnaround in the 
nature and focus of university strategies. In the early years, 
institutional priorities were closely and explicitly aligned to 
those set by government and the funding councils. In more 
recent years institutional and government priorities were 
seen to diverge, with university strategies firmly focused 
on sustaining financial and institutional health in fiercely 
competitive markets. 

This year’s survey asked vice-chancellors about the impacts 
of policy and market shifts on their institutions, and their 
progress on key strategic goals. We found:

•  25% feel that the shift from grant funding to 

tuition fees (in England) has been highly beneficial 

for their institutions, while over half believe 

the lifting of student number controls (again in 

England) has been highly beneficial for them 

•  two-thirds feel they have benefited from 

changes in demand from full-time home and EU 

students, while one-third has lost out from the 

same changes. Declining demand for part-time 

study has been somewhat or highly damaging for 

more than 60% of respondents

•  trends in international student recruitment 

have been highly beneficial for over 60% 

but damaging for others (36%)

•  although 85% said they have benefited from 

growing demand for online and distance learning, 

it has been damaging for 15%, while competition 

from new and alternative providers has been 

somewhat damaging for most respondents.

We also found progress towards institutional resilience was 
mixed. While half claimed they had fully or largely achieved 
their plans for student market shares, a similar proportion 
said this was still work in progress. A large majority reported 
that they had fully or largely secured their financial goals, 
and that they fully or largely achieved their goals for 
financial independence and market standing.
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Administration to Agility

The cumulative demands of marketisation and squeezed 
income sources have pressed universities to become much 
more business-like, efficient and innovative. Our survey 
suggests that the responses to these pressures have been 
very mixed.

We asked vice-chancellors about their institutions’ progress 
on seven global trends towards innovations in learning and 
teaching, first explored in our 2016 survey. 

While a handful of universities claimed world-class 
leadership in at least some of these areas, especially in the 
integration of learning and working practices, significantly 
more reported that progress had been limited and patchy. 
Shortcomings were also noted in applications of technology 
to enhance learning experiences and in the use of analytics 
to personalise student support.

There was a similarly mixed picture regarding progress 
in developing institutions’ management and operational 
capabilities. Vice-chancellors were broadly confident in 
the capabilities of their institutions in strategic leadership 
and planning but much less so in the areas of IT and digital 
expertise, customer service management and agile and 
collaborative working practices.

Concerns about IT capabilities and internal business 
processes were further reflected in IT infrastructure, 
information systems and processes, and market and 
business intelligence. 

More positively, 30% felt that their financial 

management systems were exceptionally 

strong, with a further 45% believing them 

generally satisfactory.

Where next?

A running concern through the years of our surveys has been 
that adverse market and funding shifts could precipitate the 
failure of some institutions. 

In some years as many as 70% of respondents 

have viewed this prospect as highly or quite 

likely, even though there have been no 

institutional closures. It is surprising that this 

year, when a number of institutions are known to 

have been posting deficits and losing students, 

only 9% of respondents thought institutional 

failures to be very likely and 27% quite possible.

Notwithstanding robust warnings from OfS and ministers, 
vice-chancellors mostly believe that outright institutional 
closures will be mitigated through facilitated mergers and 
takeovers and/or through rationalisation and shrinking of 
failing provision. Most vice-chancellors anticipate that the 
sector will see more diversification and specialisation among 
providers as well as substantial growth in academic alliances 
and collaborations between institutions and partnerships 
with commercial businesses.

As noted earlier, this survey was conducted at a time of huge 
political uncertainties for universities, from Brexit, the Augar 
review, the ONS review of loan funding, potential trade wars 
and fears of Parliamentary meltdown. Unsurprisingly, many 
vice-chancellors cited one or more of these uncertainties 
among their fears for the future: 

60% said they were very worried about Brexit, 

36% about damage to international relationships 

and 33% about political uncertainties. 

In conversations, worries about reduced fee funding and a 
return to student number controls were top of mind for most 
vice-chancellors.
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SURPRISES AND 
DISAPPOINTMENTS 

Amidst the myriad changes in regulatory 
policies and structures, demographic and market 
trends, international visa requirements, and the 
entry of new and alternative providers, vice-
chancellors universally agreed that the two 
defining developments in the past decade were 
the 2012 move to £9,000 tuition fees and the 
2015 lifting of student number controls (SNC’s). 
Several unforeseen and unintended consequences 
of these two measures have changed the very 
nature of English higher education, with knock-on 
effects for the rest of the UK.

The combined effect of these two seminal changes 
has reframed the relationships that shape perceptions 
and experiences between universities and their diverse 
stakeholders – students, staff, ministers and officials, 
the media and other HE institutions.

The changed relationship between universities and students 
has been the most far-reaching, both for better and worse. 
The move to fee-based funding for home and EU students 
was intended to empower students as customers for 
university services, and to make universities pay greater 
attention to the quality of those services. Most vice-
chancellors have welcomed this as a positive trend. 

Even the controversial Teaching Excellence 

Framework, introduced to hold universities to 

account for their services to students, was said 

to be highly beneficial by 23% of respondents, 

and broadly beneficial by a further 51%.

However, the combination of the move to fee-based 
funding and the lifting of SNC’s, compounded by a sharp 
downturn in the 18-year-old age cohort, took this reform 
into unexpected territory. It changed admission to university 
from an aspiration to an expectation for a greatly increased 
proportion of school leavers who found themselves in a 
buyer’s market. 

As universities have competed increasingly aggressively to 
grow their revenues by gaining undergraduate market share, 
divisions in institutional fortunes have widened. 

A quarter of universities had found the 

shift to fee-based funding highly beneficial, 

while 55% had benefited significantly from 

the lifting of SNC’s. 

But these changes had been highly damaging 

for up to one-fifth (7% from SNCs and 18% 

from fee-based funding). 

Many of the latter group had been further damaged by the 
associated steep decline in demand for part-time study 
(see Figure 1 on page 11).

The move to fee-based funding and abolition of SNCs have 
been the catalysts for further changes to relationships and 
attitudes. Some of these, highlighted in our conversations 
with vice-chancellors, included:

• The immediate effect of £9,000 fees, universally 
adopted across the sector, was a major boost to the 
revenues and profitability of almost all universities, 
insulating them from the austerity cuts imposed across 
other public services by the 2010-2015 Coalition 
Government. This led to perceptions of a sector 
‘awash with cash’ that still feed current criticisms over 
universities’ value for money and pressures to reduce 
the fee cap, even though the short-term financial 
boost is well past

• Student, public and ministerial expectations of what 
universities should deliver for their £9,000 fees have 
grown exponentially. They extend beyond high 
quality teaching to strictures on contact time, student 
satisfaction and welfare, post-graduate employment 
and earnings, fair and equitable access – all of which 
have increased universities’ costs, the range of services 
they must provide and the pressures on both teaching 
and support staff
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• Intense competition between universities for shrinking 
pools of qualified recruits has had damaging behavioural 
impacts including reduced entry standards and grade 
inflation, the rise of unconditional offers, increased 
class sizes, poor experiences for some students, falling 
enrolments for less prestigious institutions and reluctance 
to collaborate with local competitors

• The public expenditure impacts of loan-based student 
finance are perceived to be unaffordable, with the 
related accounting treatment being outed as a ‘fiscal 
illusion’, which has precipitated high profile politicisation 
of university funding and demands for cuts coming at 
a time when other pressures on university finances are 
proving insurmountable for many institutions.

One vice-chancellor suggested that the sector should have 
seen these consequences coming but had been seduced by 
the short-term promise of higher teaching income:

These changes mostly relate to the English university sector, 
while universities in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland are 
still mainly grant-funded with caps on domestic recruitment. 
They have therefore avoided many of the the developments 
described here but have still experienced significant changes 
in national policies, not least from eroding levels of grant 
funding. They have also experienced the negative impacts 
of visa controls and greatly reduced capital funding grants. 
Scottish and Welsh respondents to our survey were equally 
divided in experiencing national policy changes as either 
marginally beneficial or somewhat damaging.

We have been 
sleepwalking into 
the predictable 
workings of an 
unregulated mass 
market.

Figure 1:  Perceived impacts of key policy and funding 
developments (% of respondents)

Introduction of 
Teaching Excellence 
Framework 51%

22% 

23% 

25% 

57% 4% 

4% 

14% 

Ending of (most) 
capital grants

67% 

30% 

Ending of student 
number controls

38% 

55% 

7% 

0% 

0% 

0% 

Visa and other 
immigration 
controls

3% 

0% 

3% 

51% 46% 

Industrial and 
regional 
development 
strategies

26% 

64% 

10% 

Highly beneficial  Marginally beneficial 

Somewhat damaging Highly damaging

Shift from teaching 
grants to capped 
tuition fees
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STRATEGY  
GETS REAL 

A strong trend running through our past surveys 
has been the growing importance, and changing 
focus, of institutional strategies and plans. In 
our early surveys, universities were united in 
presenting very similar strategic plans that 
demonstrated how they would deliver against 
the priorities set, and funded, by HEFCE and 
the other funding councils. 

Thus in 2011, 64% of universities said their strategies 
were focused on “government as our biggest and most 
important customer”. However, by 2018, the pendulum 
had swung and 80% were positing financial security and 
institutional sustainability as their primary strategic goals, 
regarding government policy priorities as incidental to 
their achievement.

This trend continued in the current survey. While Figure 1 
(page 11) shows the variety of views on the strategic impacts 
of the major government policy changes over recent years, 
it doesn’t show the significant minority of vice-chancellors 
who told us that none of these developments had directly 
changed their strategic priorities. Instead, university 
strategies have focused on what have been termed the 
‘business basics’ of institutional sustainability (Figure 2).

These priorities are what we would expect from institutions 
having to secure their own futures in a funding and policy 
environment designed to promote competition and self-
interest among providers – something that neither policy-
makers or institutions envisaged when these surveys began. 
The mixed progress reported against these goals serves 
to highlight the divided fortunes of universities in this 
environment. While half the sample say they have fully or 
largely achieved their strategic objectives, almost as many 
report theirs are still ‘work in progress’ or falling well short 
of their goals. These results reinforce the perceptions of 
many vice-chancellors and other observers that the HE 
sector has become split between winners and losers in the 
competition for students, revenues and even reputation.

Figure 2:  Progress towards university strategic goals  
(% of respondents)

Fully achieved  Largely achieved 

Work in progress  Well short of goals

Strengthening 
institutional brand, 
reputation and 
ranking

44% 

41% 
47% 

12% 

Strengthening our 
financial position 
and resilience 52% 

21% 

0% 

27% 

Growing research 
standing and 
earnings

53% 

18% 
23% 

Reducing 
dependence on 
Funding Council 
and other direct 
funding

38% 

12% 

Maintaining/growing 
shares of student 
markets

Growing 
international 
standing and 
presence

12% 24% 

62% 

47% 

38% 44% 

15% 

3% 

3% 

0% 

2% 

6% 
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Figure 3 illustrates the range of universities’ experiences 
from the parallel shifts in the levels and patterns of demand 
from students, employers and industry, showing that while 
some institutions have benefited from market trends, 
others have found them somewhat or highly damaging.

Notable observations from these responses 

include the real damage done to more than 

60% of universities by the decline, for some 

almost the demise, in demand for part-time 

education and the growing importance 

for all institutions of services to employers 

– which government policies have done 

little to encourage, at least before the 2017 

introduction of the apprenticeships levy. 

While demand for online and remote learning programmes 
has been a priority for many universities, it has often failed 
to generate worthwhile earnings. As one respondent put it:

Adverse impacts of competition from new and 

alternative providers were reported by 70% of 

vice-chancellors, although some observed that 

intensified competition from their university 

peers had been much more damaging.

Fulfilment of our online 
strategy has not yielded 
commensurate income growth.

Figure 3:  Strategic impacts of market trends and developments (% of respondents)

Home/EU undergraduate 
demand (full-time)

Home/EU postgraduate 
demand (full-time)

Home/EU part-time 
demand (UG and PGT)

International student 
demand (inward to UK)

Highly beneficial Marginally beneficial  Somewhat damaging Highly damaging

Demand for online and 
remote teaching delivery

Employer demand for 
educational services

Competition from new or 
alternative providers

34% 

0% 

34% 
32% 

65% 

55% 

29% 

40% 

30% 

75% 

0% 

0% 

0% 

3% 

27% 

16% 

4% 

50% 

34% 

70% 

11% 

2% 

15% 

24% 

10% 

19% 

21% 

0% 

Business demand for 
research services

83% 

0% 

4% 

13% 
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FROM 
ADMINISTRATION  
TO AGILITY 

There is still a long way 
to go in the maturity of 
analytics and better digital 
learning environments.

All universities have sought to become more 
business-like, innovative and efficient across the 
entire range of their services and operations. 

Typical responses have addressed improved student and 
customer services, streamlining and integration of back-
office operations and the development of more flexible 
learning offers. The overall intention has been to transform  
university operations from ponderous bureaucracies to agile 
modern enterprises. The responses to our survey suggest 
that progress on this has been very mixed across the sector.

In our 2015 survey, we asked vice-chancellors about their 
institutions’ plans for, and progress towards, seven global 
trends in modernising learning and teaching offers and 
delivery. At that time, progress was very limited and UK 
universities seemed to be lagging world leaders. This 
year’s survey revisited the same seven trends and found 
that many universities now considered themselves to be 
global flagships for innovations in learning, especially in the 
integration of learning with working practices. However, 
there was still a significant minority identifying little or no 
progress, especially in using student analytics to monitor 
and personalise student progress. Figure 4 summarises the 
responses, encapsulated in the comment from one vice-
chancellor that:

Figure 4:  Progress on innovations in learning and teaching  
(% of respondents)

9% 

70% 

21% 

44% 

20% 

32% 

35% 

38% 

29% 

World-class flagship Initiatives proceeding well

Limited patchy progress Not a current priority

0% 

0% 

0% 

3% 

9% 

35% 

3% 

21% 

9% 

3% 

3% 

3% 

50% 

59% 

24% 

62% 

50% 

65% 

3% 

Curriculum reforms and 
new pedagogies

Student-centred flexible 
study modes

Integration of learning 
with working practice

Mobility and transferability 
between providers

Using technology to transform 
learning experiences

Using student data 
analytics to personalise 
learning experiences

Creating digital learning 
environments



TENTH SURVEY OF HEADS OF UK HIGHER EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS 15

The limited innovation in teaching at some universities 
was also visible in their efforts to modernise and enhance 
their student and customer services and internal business 
operations. We asked vice-chancellors for their views on 
the operational capabilities of their institutions and the 
effectiveness of their related business systems. The results, 
summarised in Figure 5, suggest a broad spread of 
capabilities across the sector. 

There are worrying shortcomings in some areas that 
are becoming critical for universities’ competitiveness 
and resilience, such as commercial and relationship 
management as well as IT skills and services. In some cases, 
these shortcomings reflect a lack of business skills and a 
reluctance to change among university staff, exacerbated 
by the damaged internal relationships observed earlier, 
prompting comments that:

Working practices are very 
difficult to change, with staff 
exceptionally resistant to 
some much-needed changes.

Our systems badly need 
updating but the costs 
are breath-taking, often 
with very patchy results.

Figure 5:  Perceptions of managerial and operational 
capabilities (% of respondents)

Exceptionally strong Generally satisfactory 

Patchy, some gaps  Significant improvements needed

38% 

50% 

9% 

29% 

21% 

37% 

32% 

38% 

32% 

3% 

0% 

6% 

6% 

6% 

0% 

15% 

24% 

24% 

12% 

6% 

18% 

53% 

55% 

39% 

50% 

50% 

44% 

3% 

Strategic planning 
and implementation

Entrepreneurship and 
commercial management

Relationship and network 
management

Customer service 
management

Student-related systems, 
processes and admin

IT and digital expertise

Agile and collaborative 
working practices
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LOOKING AHEAD 

A recurrent theme in all our surveys has been the 
prospect of some universities failing, especially 
since ministers have openly countenanced some 
providers “exiting the system”. 

Although there have been no outright closures of universities 
in the last decade, and indeed many newly designated 
universities and new providers, this speculation is today 
stronger than ever as the divisions between institutional 
winners and losers grow wider. However, while most vice-
chancellors expect significant restructuring of the sector, 
they don’t foresee the higher education equivalent of 
recent high-profile high street closures.

Only 9% of respondents believed that 

significant numbers of institutional closures 

were highly likely, a much lower proportion 

than in previous years. 

While many more agreed that some institutional failures 
were inevitable, especially if fee income is reduced following 
the current Augar and ONS reviews, the expectation is 
that outright closures will be mitigated by combinations of 
mergers, takeovers and managed rationalisation of provision 
and sites. As one put it:

In conversations, vice-chancellors conceded that, in some 
ways, institutional mergers or takeovers might be harder 
and less attractive for the surviving parties than in the past. 
Whereas HEFCE had been adept at brokering such changes 
‘below the radar’, the new OfS has no powers, funds or 
mandate for ensuring continuity of provision. 

More than 73% of respondents said that 

the possibility of mergers or takeovers was 

not part of their strategic plans. 

Some suggested that any facilitating interventions were 
more likely to come from other directions than the OfS, 
such as HM Treasury or regional authorities. There was a 
strong view that the disappearance of struggling universities 
in economically vulnerable towns or regions would be 
politically and socially unconscionable, whatever ministers 
and the OfS might say, and that the sector collectively would 
rise to the challenge of finding remedies – as they had done 
in past cases (such as London Met).

As shown in Figure 6 (on page 17), many respondents 
predicted significant increases in alliances and partnerships 
across the HE system, both between institutions and with 
commercial and business partners. Academic alliances 
were most widely expected around research, especially 
as research funding and contracts become even more 
concentrated among a small elite of less than 20 institutions, 
making the continuity of research increasingly problematic 
for other universities. One vice-chancellor suggested that 
universities with research income below £20 million would 
have to “reconsider the future of their research activities”, 
and that inter-institutional collaborations might become 
vital to their research strategies. 

However, only 21% of respondents identified 

alliances with other HE institutions as central 

to their strategies (echoing the competitive 

barriers to collaboration mentioned earlier).

The outcome of current uncertainty will determine the 
context and conditions for universities for years to come. 

Brexit, for example, was a significant ‘known 

unknown’ at the time of the survey, and a 

major worry for some 60% of vice-chancellors 

(although ‘not a worry’ for others). 

I’m absolutely certain there 
will be market failures, though 
through mergers rather than 
outright closures.
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A much greater concern, however, was the future of 
funding for teaching following the impending reports from 
the ongoing Augar review of post-18 education and the 
recent ONS review of the fiscal treatment of the student 
loans system. There was a gloomy expectation that the 
combination of both, against the background of negative 
public and political attitudes to universities, would result in 
substantial cuts in funding for teaching and the return of 
student number controls. Taken together, there was genuine 
concern that these would precipitate an existential crisis for 
many institutions and indeed for the sector as whole. This 
outlook was already leading to:

More than a third of vice-chancellors expected to see 
much greater specialisation and diversification of provision 
across the sector through increased differentiation between 
research-intensive and teaching-intensive HE institutions. 
One respondent said this will result in “radical splintering 
of the sector, and a radical refocusing of the roles and 
funding of universities.”

Or as another vice-chancellor put it, in a phrase that might 
sum up the messages from our surveys over the past 
ten years:

Increased risk aversion 
and lack of innovation 
[leading to] widespread 
retrenchment and 
downsizing.

Change and then 
change again.

Figure 6:  Expectations of sector restructuring 
(% of respondents)

Substantial growth in 
institutional/academic 
alliances

67% 

12% 

21% 

Significant numbers of 
institutional failures or 
closures

27% 9% 

3% 

61% 

Overall shrinking of 
provision and choices 
across the sector

65% 

26% 
9% 

Significant numbers of 
institutional mergers or 
takeovers

41% 

18% 

Substantial growth in 
commercial/business 
partnerships

Substantial growth in 
online provision and 
related services

38% 

44% 

52% 

18% 

41% 

41% 
18% 41% 

0% 

0% 

0% 

0% 

3% 

0% 

Greater specialisation 
and diversification of 
provision

12% 

33% 

Highly likely  Quite possible

Not very likely  Most unlikely
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REASONS TO BE  
FEARFUL CHEERFUL? 

It’s easy and tempting to 
posit an apocalyptic future  
for higher education.

There’s no shortage of observers willing to agree 
with this comment from one vice-chancellor 
but, despite the many challenges faced by our 
universities, this isn’t the conclusion we’ve drawn 
from this survey or indeed from its predecessors.

With hindsight, 2010 to 2018 was a good period for 
universities, many of which benefited significantly from the 
windfall effect of £9,000 fees, while student recruitment, 
both home and international, held up across the board 
and grew substantially for some. With equal hindsight, 
universities are open to accusations of complacency through 
these years, failing to recognise or anticipate the underlying 
dynamics of slowing markets and unfettered competition. 
Our more recent surveys, and especially this year’s, indicate 
the sector is learning this lesson and a new realism is 
informing universities’ strategies and operational priorities.

The new mantra among vice-chancellors is ‘getting 
back to the basics’: re-evaluating the imperatives for 
sustainability in the post-boom market, refocusing on 
the needs of students, employers and communities, and 
investing in the ability to adapt and respond to emerging 
opportunities – often through new models of partnership 
and collaboration. The sector has become much more 
outward looking, rediscovering its mission for public service 
and engagement, especially at local levels. This is all work-
in-progress for many – probably most – and progress is 
patchy. The challenge of persuading disenchanted academic 
staff to share in the journey is a persistent and mostly 
unresolved issue. 

What is emerging is a much more diverse and differentiated 
higher education system, embracing a wide spectrum of 
provision, extending from a small number of research-
intensive and prestigious oligarchs to a much larger number 
of locally-engaged change-makers working with employers 
and regional partners to address economic and societal 
inequality, under-achievement and human capital deficits. 
There will be challenges within this emerging patchwork 
for universities that persist with historical self-images and 
ambitions that they struggle to realise, especially as research 
funding becomes more elusive and demand for traditional 
models of education shifts elsewhere.

There will undoubtedly be growing polarisation between 
the winners and losers in this world, and some failures. 
The differences between winning and losing will not be 
about institutional types or even locations but about 
leadership and vision. It is already clear that universities 
combining clear-headed and engaged leadership with 
honest and robust long-term strategies and the capabilities 
to realise those strategies are those succeeding against 
market and competitive adversity. Several vice-chancellors 
told us that their jobs had become tougher than ever before 
over recent years. They are not about to get any easier.
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To learn more about our expertise in higher education,  
please visit paconsulting.com/highereducation or contact  
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