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COVID-19 AS A 
CATALYST FOR CHANGE  

Long before the COVID-19 pandemic, many UK 
universities were already grappling with economic, 
competitive and regulatory challenges. Enrolments 
were falling and the threat of insolvency was real. 
University leaders now have an opportunity to respond 
to these challenges, build on the responsiveness 
displayed over the past year and reaffirm the vital role 
universities can play in society. 
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The historical importance of universities and their positive 
influence in shaping society while contributing to regional, 
national and global prosperity is well established. But their 
ongoing function and prominence in a world of disruption 
and shifting stakeholder needs is under question. 

Many of the 150-plus higher education institutions (HEIs) in 
the UK are maintaining decades-old models of education, 
research and funding. These models have served them well 
and would continue to benefit them in a stable environment. 
But we’re in a world of less predictable individual, social and 
economic needs, with rapid changes both in society’s learning 
needs and the possibilities for delivering them. The COVID-19 
pandemic and Brexit have exacerbated these challenges. 
Universities have invested precious resources in short-term 
contingencies. They’ve sought Government bailouts for lost 
income and unplanned costs. And uncertainty remains over 
international and home student numbers; research funding 
levels; and revenue from accommodation, catering and events. 
This has created precarious financing in an environment where 
Government benevolence is in short supply.

Untapped capacity for change
While the pandemic has tested universities, it also provides 
a compelling mandate for change. It’s offered a glimpse 
of how universities can respond to disruptive forces 
and discover untapped capacities for rapid and radical 
transformation. It’s shone a light on the potential for new 
strategies, business models and modes of working that can 
take universities in exciting new directions. 

Universities adapted with extraordinary agility and 
innovation to the need for more online teaching, socially-
distanced campuses and remote working; while also 
responding to rapidly shifting Government requirements.  
In weeks – sometimes days – universities introduced changes 
that would previously have taken years, if they happened  
at all. They managed to get more than two million students  
online, enable homeworking, bring through new models  
of assessment and modify in excess of 2,000 modules  
for blended delivery.1 If universities can sustain this type  
of innovation and mindset, they can address higher 
education’s current vulnerabilities and overcome the  
‘old normal’ limitations. 

As we show in this paper, a few progressive universities are 
already investigating alternative norms, market strategies 
and working practices. They’re reframing and expanding their 
relationships with learners, businesses, local communities 
and each other – often using the kind of technologies 
commonplace in other sectors. But these innovations have 
been treated as exceptions on the margins – and need to 
become mainstream for universities to achieve the benefits  
of enhanced agility and commercial and social value. 

If universities can sustain this type 
of innovation and mindset, they can 
address higher education’s current 
vulnerabilities and overcome the  
‘old normal’ limitations.

Our recommendations
In this paper, we explore the emerging 
opportunities that will allow universities to break 
away from current constraints and give them 
the power to reaffirm their relevance, value and 
resilience. We believe they need to adhere to 
four key principles:

1.  Embrace and embody outward-looking  
societal purposes.

2.  Exploit digital technologies to reframe 
relationships and experiences.

3. Become more open to form truly  
strategic partnerships.

4. Design innovative business models to prosper 
from shared value creation. 

Our thinking explores what these priorities 
call for and how university leaders can 
wholeheartedly drive this transformation.
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FUTURE 
VULNERABILITIES  
CALL FOR REFRAMED 
THINKING 

Universities are at an inflection point. They can no 
longer rely on the core features of their old business 
strategies or an environment of supportive Government 
policies. At the same time, changing patterns of 
demand for knowledge and skills, and new ways to 
meet them, offer opportunities for growth and renewal. 



Outdated recruitment strategies
The core business of most universities, at least in terms 
of their education mission, has long been enrolling 
academically-able school leavers on to full-time, three-year 
degree programmes. This market has provided at least 65 
per cent of student enrolments and an even greater share 
of the sector’s revenues. Total demand from this segment 
of the potential student population has held up remarkably 
well, despite a 20 per cent fall in the relevant age-group 
cohort over the past decade.2 There will be a recovery in this 
demographic dip over coming years, leading some to predict 
an upturn in overall student demand.3 

Even if total age cohort numbers increase, the attractions  
of full-time undergraduate provision are not what they were 
for students or providers. Many institutions will struggle 
to rely on this market. There’s now a buyers’ market, with 
a stark divide between winning and losing institutions. 
This has emerged because of alternative options for study; 
the falling real value of capped fee levels; rising costs of 
recruiting, teaching and retaining young students; and 
excess capacity across the sector. With the Government 
considering future cuts to tuition fees and caps on 
admissions, and with growing challenge over ‘poor value’ 
courses, it would be brave of universities to bet on growth 
from young undergraduates.4 

Many universities have sought to offset domestic market 
stagnation by tapping EU and overseas student demand, 
with the added attraction of being able to charge uncapped 
tuition fees. This has worked well for some institutions,  
with total EU and other international recruitment (mainly to  
full-time bachelors and postgraduate programmes) rising 
to over 475,000.5 And as many again have enrolled on UK 
degree programmes delivered overseas. Apart from China, 
growth from these sources has flattened over recent years 
in the face of aggressive competition from other countries, 
unsupportive UK Government immigration policies and 
increased domestic provision. 

The future impacts of COVID-19 and Brexit seem unlikely  
to reverse these adverse trends, the economic effects of 
which can be seen in the sector’s increasingly precarious 
revenue streams.

Revenues no longer cover costs
Every UK university now depends on its ability to compete 
for students, research contracts and academic services 
for income. This has come as a result of the end of most 
grant funding, replaced by state-controlled tuition fees and 
competitive research awards. 

In most areas of university operations, these revenues no 
longer cover the costs of delivering the services they provide 
and the related overheads – especially in research but also 
for much publicly subsidised teaching. The upshot, illustrated 
in Figure 1 (see page 8), is a system operating in a state 
of worsening structural deficit, making universities reliant 
on premium fees from international students to subsidise 
losses elsewhere. A recent report concluded “the sector 
is not sustainable in the long-run”, noting the majority of 
institutions had reported financial losses.6 

The future impacts of COVID-19  
and Brexit seem unlikely to reverse 
these adverse trends, the economic 
effects of which can be seen in the 
sector’s increasingly precarious 
revenue streams.
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Figure 1: University income and expenditure by activity7

English HEIs  
income & costs 
2018/19

Publicly - 
funded 
teaching

Non-publicly 
funded 
teaching

Research Other 
(income  
generating)

Other 
(non- 
commercial)

Total

Income 
(£’m) 13,418 5,547 8,950 6,108 1,471 35,494

Transparent  
Approach to Costing 
full economic costs 
(£’m)

13,869 3,874 12,885 5,894 420 36,942

Surplus/(deficit) 
(£’m) (451) 1,673 (3,935) 214 1,051 (1,448)

Surplus/(deficit)  
as % of income (3.4) 30.2 (44.0) 3.5 71.5 (4.1)

A growing number of universities are engaging in these 
markets, mostly working in partnership with private sector 
intermediaries such as Coursera, edX and FutureLearn. 
These Online Programme Managers (OPMs) offer immediate 
global reach through proprietary online platforms, have 
huge marketing budgets and offer an expanding range of 
support services. A recent study identified 770 universities 
worldwide engaged in online and distance learning provision 
– a rough proxy for the secondary knowledge market – 
working through some 200 OPM partners.10 There’s clearly 
scope for further growth here.

Underdeveloped alternative income sources

Every university is a complex portfolio business, engaging in 
a wide variety of educational, academic and related services 
supplied to diverse client groups. Figure 2 (see page 9) 
illustrates some 24 different categories of services typically 
provided by universities, each of which can have multiple 
sub-segments. 

Growing competition from other sources

National and global demands for advanced learning,  
skills and knowledge are greater than ever before, and are 
arguably the primary driving force for future economic 
and social sustainability. But while demand for higher-level 
learning is undoubtedly growing, it’s no longer automatically 
channelled towards universities.

There are many millions of career-based and older 
learners for whom formal higher education doesn’t work.8 
Increasingly, people want education tailored to address 
open-ended ‘real world’ problems and situations (often 
work-based) via learning delivered how and when suits 
them. This isn’t what traditional university courses offer.  
This secondary market of on-demand, online learning 
products is expanding rapidly – by at least 10 per cent  
a year.9 
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Figure 2: The university services portfolio

Teaching &  
learning services

Research &  
innovation services

Community engagement 
services

Other traded services

Pre-university &  
entry-level pathways

Publicly funded  
research projects

Public use of  
university facilities

Student residences  
& services

Level 4/5 programmes 
(HNC/D, etc.)

Privately funded 
research contracts

Lettings to community 
bodies

Catering & hospitality  
services

Undergraduate degree 
programmes

Knowledge &  
IP exchange projects

Theatres & 
cultural venues

Private lettings & 
hotel services

Post-graduate degree 
programmes

Regional & sectoral 
development programmes

Widening access &  
reach-out services

Conferences & events 
management

Employer-based training 
programmes Spin-outs & IP ventures Collaborations with  

schools & colleges
Publishing & media  
services

Continuing Professional  
Development & specialised  
short courses

Technical & advisory 
services

Community -based 
projects

Consulting, B2B &  
shared services

Opportunities include taking advantage of the planned 
increases in public and private investments in commercial  
R&D, local regeneration programmes and workforce upskilling.

Universities need to rethink and renew their business 
strategies to secure their pivotal roles and shares in  
what the OECD refers to as the “21st century global 
economy of learning”.11 This is where knowledge is  
the crucial resource and learning is the most  
important process.

These ‘other’ services have consistently contributed around  
20 per cent of UK universities’ income over recent years.  
They include ‘third stream’ knowledge exchanges with 
industry, non-academic and commercial activities.  
They haven’t grown significantly over time, while challenger 
providers have developed substantial businesses in many  
of these areas. 

There is huge potential for every university to expand  
and diversify its overall business through income-generating 
opportunities across its wider service portfolio. 
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THE WAY FORWARD 

These changes pose both challenges and opportunities 
for universities. Inaction risks stagnation, with 
universities being left behind in a changing world. 
Or universities can follow the lead of other sectors in 
transforming economic life over the past 20 years. They 
should embrace and adapt to these forces as part of a 
burgeoning economy, and an ecology of purposeful  
and collaborative learning. 



The idea of universities existing and working ‘for others’ 
represents a return to their founding purposes. Most 
universities were established to serve the needs of their local 
communities and industries. Two important and growing 
movements across the sector demonstrate the trend – the 
Civic University Network and the number of universities 
joining the Social Value UK network.13 These networks 
champion the role of the university as an agent to drive 
positive change in their local community by prioritising their 
role in local regeneration, opportunity programmes, and 
sponsoring social enterprises in their localities.

More generally, we can expect greater mission-led 
differentiation between universities. This will be based on the 
particular communities and ecosystems they aim to serve and 
the distinctive capabilities and services they  
bring to those relationships. Figure 3 (see page 12) lists some 
examples from around the world.

A growing number of universities are building on this idea  
to reinvent themselves for a new world. And the 
responsiveness and resourcefulness shown by most 
universities in the past year should give them confidence  
to embark on transformation.

To drive change, university leaders will need to adhere  
to four key principles:

1. Embrace and embody outward-looking purposes  
to benefit society. 

2. Exploit digital technologies to reframe relationships  
and experiences.

3. Become more open to form truly strategic relationships. 

4. Design innovative business models to prosper from  
shared value creation.

1.  Embrace and embody outward-looking 
purposes to benefit society 

Every public university states its commitment to furthering 
society’s wellbeing and ‘transforming’ students’ lives.  
But there’s a widespread public perception that, in practice,  
this mission is often subordinated to the pursuit of 
competitive advantage and peer group rankings in national 
and global markets. This perception has fuelled growing 
criticisms of universities in the media and ministerial 
speeches – on issues ranging from vice-chancellors’ pay,  
to value for money and freedom of speech. This has damaged 
the political goodwill the sector has long relied on. 

There are encouraging signs that a growing number of 
universities are recognising and acting on calls for closer 
engagement with the needs of their local and other 
stakeholder communities. This has promoted the so-called 
‘ecological university’, or ‘the university for others’.12 These 
terms, coined by Professor Ron Barnett of University College 
London, refers to universities that are outward looking, 
deeply connected to industry and local communities, and 
committed to serving society’s needs.
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There are encouraging signs that  
a growing number of universities  
are recognising and acting on calls  
for closer engagement with the  
needs of their local and other 
stakeholder communities.



Figure 3: Examples of strategic differentiation among universities

Strategic focus Description Examples

Research powerhouse

Universities focused on collaborative  
production of fundamental research,  
with teaching provision focused on  
postgraduate and doctoral levels

Caltech, MIT, ETH Zurich and many 
‘free-standing’ university research institutes

Innovation engine

Institutions focused on the development  
of advanced research applications, working 
closely with industrial partners and  
Government agencies

The Fraunhofer and Max Planck Institutes in 
Germany, Cranfield University, and the Francis 
Crick and Turing Institutes in London

Professional formation

Institutions focused on advancement of 
professional practice and careers in particular 
fields, working closely with professional  
bodies and major employers

Most business schools, medical schools and 
Olin College of Engineering in Boston

Civic anchor

Institutions working with other providers,  
civic agencies, public services and businesses 
to grow economic opportunities and  
workforce capabilities in their localities

The University of Northampton in the UK and 
Aarhus University in Denmark

Learning enterprise
Public universities innovating within national 
systems through enterprising approaches to 
education and research

Arizona State University in the USA  
and Aalto University in Finland, and some  
‘novel’ providers

Global flagship
A small number of universities recognised as 
genuinely transnational in their education, 
research and engagement activities

Harvard, MIT, Oxford and Cambridge.
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While badly needed, these investments have generally not 
led to fundamental changes in universities’ organisation, 
operations or offerings. But there are growing signs of an 
emerging next wave of more disruptive technology-enabled 
innovations. This wave has been termed Education 4.0 – and 
all universities should be at the heart of it.15 

Education 4.0 is concerned with how new technologies 
can transform the very nature of learning and knowledge 
exchanges. Advances in learning technologies and related 
applications are exciting and important because of their 
potential for enhancing human learning experiences and 
the interpersonal connections that drive shared learning. 
By building a digital, data-rich and intelligent environment, 
universities can make fundamental changes to the  
higher-level learning system, including:

•   moving from fixed, multi-year degree programmes to 
individualised learner-centred pathways through modular 
and as-needed courses, step-on-step-off progression, 
stackable and transferable credits, competence-based 
accreditation and other options

•   moving from set-period enrolments to lifelong learning 
partnerships between universities and students, offering 
continuing support: from initial formative studies 
through professional development and updates, reskilling 
programmes, and access to professional networks 

•   moving from the award of one-off academic qualifications 
to cumulative personal portfolios of accredited 
achievements and competences over individuals’ working 
careers, including formal assessments and professional 
recognition (e.g. in specialist technologies)

•   empowering partnership working and collaborations 
between universities and industry, and within local 
learning and innovation ecosystems, by sharing knowledge 
resources, data and plans openly and immediately.

2.  Exploit digital technologies to reframe 
relationships and experiences

The global economy is undergoing a fourth industrial 
revolution, where ever-smarter technologies continue to 
reshape the experiences, livelihoods and prospects for  
every organisation, community and individual.14 

Digital technologies have transformed every area of  
business, work and everyday life over the past 20 years.  
The phenomenon is almost too big and ubiquitous to 
capture, but is yet to see a commensurate response from 
universities. The demand for conventional patterns of  
higher education has so far put paid to the idea that  
digital technologies would sweep away the structures and 
business of traditional universities. Until COVID-19, these 
have largely remained resolutely physical and interpersonal;  
it remains to be seen whether and how far this will change 
after the pandemic. 

The extended online experiment during the pandemic didn’t 
just demonstrate how much of the educational experience 
digital modes can provide. It also highlighted the extent to 
which higher levels of learning and knowledge exchanges 
– like other aspects of our working lives – are essentially 
interpersonal processes. Peer group communities, and 
personal feedback and guidance, are as important as  
subject-matter content. And they’ll be especially important 
as we move towards individualised, contextual models 
of learning. Online technologies can greatly enhance 
the attractions of universities as supportive learning 
communities and make them more accessible to wider 
categories of students. But the essential human dimension 
means universities will need to offer hybrid and blended 
learning experiences, not just digital transactions.

The COVID-19 crisis forced universities to introduce  
online and blended teaching fast, as well as support for 
remote working for academic and administrative staff.  
But the economic after-effects of the crisis might slow  
the consolidation of these advances. 



Openness is blurring the organisational boundaries of universities 
in the new economy. Traditional images of universities as 
self-contained, autonomous institutions are being displaced 
by the growing numbers of them working in multiple 
partnerships with external organisations. At its simplest 
level, this trend is reflected in the growth of business 
alliances. These might be between groups of universities 
(for example in research partnerships such as the White 
Rose Consortium).21 Or they can be between universities and 
corporate enterprises (such as those between Amazon and 
several large US institutions).22 In some instances, including 
at the London South Bank University Group – a network of 
schools, colleges and employers – the university is the  
prime mover. In others, such as the Manchester-based  
Northern Powerhouse programme, regional universities 
have engaged with civic authorities, development agencies 
and employers to develop skills pathways and related 
employment-based initiatives.

A common feature of each of these examples of mission-
led collaborations is their emphasis on knowledge-sharing 
partnerships within place- or sector-based ecosystems. 
These ecosystems include related agencies, businesses 
and/or community bodies that share their ambitions for 
society. In fact, the success and value-generating impact of 
universities often depend as much on the partnerships and 
networks they work with as on their internal capabilities. 

This has profound implications for the organisation and 
strategies of 21st century universities. While every  
university maintains multiple external partnerships and 
collaborations, relatively few can be seen as genuinely 
strategic according to the taxonomy of partnering 
arrangements shown in Figure 4 (see page 15). 

3.  Become more open to form truly  
strategic partnerships 

Openness, as seen across almost every area of economic and 
social activity, is arguably the most pervasive consequence 
of the global digital revolution. It involves transparency and 
free, unrestricted exchanges of knowledge and information, 
as well as the collaborative or co-operative management of 
knowledge resources. And it brings growth.

In almost every industry worldwide, openness has 
transformed relationships between organisations, customers, 
suppliers and competitors for everyone’s benefit. Structures 
and dynamics based on value chains of transactional 
relationships between profit-maximising suppliers and 
customers are transforming into collaborative cost and 
risk-sharing ecosystems. Examples range from rival car 
manufacturers collaborating on electric vehicle R&D, to IT 
companies involving users in designing and testing  
potential services. 

For universities, it’s been suggested that “openness is  
the fundamental value underlying significant changes in 
society and is a prerequisite to changes institutions of higher 
education need to make in order to remain relevant to the 
supersystem in which they exist”.16 The concept is emerging  
in higher learning, including:

•   open educational resources – notably but not only  
Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs)17 

•   open access to learning provision – led by the UK’s Open 
University model18  

•   open science collaborations – rapidly becoming  
a requirement of research funders19  

•   open innovation – in which multiple agents collaborate to 
address defined business or societal problems.20  
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Figure 4: Taxonomy of university partnership arrangements

Type of relationship Typical scope Characteristics

Ad hoc/informal
Non-binding MoUs, staff exchanges, visit  
programmes, joint events – declarations  
of mutual goodwill and intentions

Often based on personal academic or senior 
management contact; universities typically 
have many such links

Transactional

Business contracts, joint ventures, student  
exchange programmes, joint research  
projects – with defined and specific  
scope and outputs

Formal arrangements for acquiring or  
delivering academic and business services, 
resources and capabilities – growing  
examples across HE

Developmental

Multi-institutional industry agreements to  
collaborate on, e.g. new technologies, business 
solutions or market developments – shared 
risks and inputs, as managed projects

Formal agreements to collaborate on  
development of new academic or business 
areas – sharing investment costs and  
hoped-for returns in specified areas

Strategic

Wide ranging collaborations to develop  
and grow capabilities or areas central  
to the strategic priorities of each  
partner – complementary alliances

Usually bilateral or tri-party alliances  
forged at institutional levels, with extended 
timescales and formal shared management 
and governance

Transformational

Arrangements that lead to permanent  
change in status for one or more partners, 
e.g. mergers, take-overs or integration into  
group structures.

Such arrangements usually entail ending  
separate identity and autonomy for one or 
both partners, going beyond partnerships.

They’ve also fostered the growth of ‘Living Lab’ 
developments, defined as ‘open innovation ecosystems 
based on integrating research and innovation processes  
in real life communities and settings’.25 

An important form of strategic alliance is the ‘triple helix 
model’ of regional and/or sector-focused collaborations 
between universities, industry and civic agencies.23  
These bring the different perspectives of academia, industry 
and Government to bear on complex challenges. And they 
extend universities’ engagement with society through open 
innovation and socially-relevant problem solving. 

There are recent examples around the world with the 
development of local industrial clusters and innovation 
ecosystems. There’s the life sciences cluster around the 
University of Cambridge and new technology clusters  
in Holland, Sweden and Finland.24 They’ve proved to be  
well aligned to the problem-focused, multi-disciplinary 
regional agendas of Governmental research and  
development strategies. 



Universities need to rethink their business models through 
some or all of these activities: 

Diversifying service portfolios
As shown in Figure 2 (see page 9), universities engage in many 
kinds of tradable services beyond their core teaching and 
research activities, but mostly don’t develop their full earning 
potential. Many of these peripheral areas – from technical and 
advisory services to corporate training programmes – provide 
lucrative markets for other private providers. Universities could 
generate revenue by managing and developing these services 
more proactively and commercially.

Unbundling the HE value chain
Providing university services involves an extensive chain 
of specialised activities–from marketing and recruitment 
to assessments and awards. These are supported by a 
wide range of operations – from estates management to 
information systems. Many universities have questioned 
whether they should be doing all these things themselves. 
They’ve either partnered with specialist providers to 
undertake ‘non-core’ activities more cost-effectively, or 
sought to extend capabilities to others through shared 
service arrangements or as traded services. As this trend 
develops, some universities may come to operate as 
‘knowledge service integrators’, combining inputs from 
multiple partners rather than being self-contained providers. 
Others might develop new service offers by re-bundling 
elements of their portfolios.27 
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4.  Design innovative business models to prosper 
from shared value creation  

The virtual demise (in England, at least) of grant funding and 
reliance on revenues earned in competitive markets mean 
all universities are now business enterprises, albeit still held 
accountable for public policy objectives. 

Professor Michael Crow, Vice-Chancellor of Arizona State 
University, suggests modern universities can reconcile these 
pressures by reconceiving themselves as ‘public knowledge 
enterprises’.26 Such enterprises should work in collaborative 
networks spanning academia, business and industry, 
Government agencies and laboratories, and civil society 
organisations to produce ‘positive social outcomes’ for all.

The challenge for universities is not just to find new ways  
of creating value in the open and digitally-powered  
economy of learning, but to earn sustainable livings from 
doing so – ‘doing well by doing good’. The key to achieving 
this is a shift in mindset – from regarding universities as a 
set of cost centres to fund to seeing them as value-creation 
engines, sharing in the financial benefits they generate  
with and for others. 

Progressive universities are rising to this challenge in various 
ways, emulating the new business models emerging in  
other sectors.

The challenge for universities 
is not just to find new ways 
of creating value, but to earn 
sustainable livings from doing  
so – ‘doing well by doing good’.



Partnerships and collaborations
A number of research-intensive universities have formed 
consortia such as the White Rose Consortium.28 They pool 
some research capabilities and resources to share the risk, 
costs and rewards of bidding for major research projects.  
This gives each member greater reach and competitive 
strength than they’d have individually. Another innovative 
business collaboration between Oxford Brookes University 
and the Association of Chartered Certified Accountants 
(ACCA) offers an exclusive degree programme for ACCA 
students worldwide. It’s grown into the largest transnational 
education (TNE) programme of any UK university.29 Other 
universities have formed partnerships with regional employers 
(e.g. the NHS), or sector programmes (e.g. HS2) to co-create 
and jointly deliver programmes for particular workforces.

Platform businesses
Platform businesses such as Amazon, Google, Airbnb  
and Uber have changed our lives over recent years.  
In higher education, their counterparts are OPMs including 
Coursera, edX, Udacity and FutureLearn.30 Many of these 
were originally spinouts from universities. They offer  
a shared online delivery platform for courses provided 
by a variety of different universities. This movement has 
enabled universities to enter the global market for online 
and on-demand learning at scale for much less cost and risk, 
opening new revenue streams.

Shared value creation
There’s been growing interest in the business world in shared 
value and collective impacts – pursuing financial success in  
a way that also yields benefits to society.31 Examples 
address social challenges ranging from waste recycling and 
green energy programmes to local enterprise schemes and 
workforce development. Universities are often involved with 
programmes like this but generally have limited stakes in 
the economic value of their outcomes. They’re usually just 
paid for their contribution. So there’s untapped scope for 
universities to adopt a more active and financially rewarding 
role in emerging shared value ecosystems.

THE WAY FORWARD 17 17
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BUILDING TOMORROW’S 
UNIVERSITY – AN 
AGENDA FOR 
TRANSFORMATION 

Most universities can demonstrate ways in which 
they’re already exploring the four principles we set 
out in the previous section. So they’re well placed to 
nurture and grow the models of purposeful, open, 
enterprising and digitally-engaged learning provision 
we’ve described. 

What’s needed now is a more co-ordinated approach, 
harnessing the flexibility and passion universities have 
shown they’re capable of through the COVID-19 crisis. 
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We’ve designed an agenda for transformation that will help  
deliver the priorities above and enable universities to transform  
for tomorrow. 

Nurture a culture of shared purpose and collective direction
Engage the whole university community (including key external stakeholders) in an open 
debate about the current challenges and opportunities. And promote our four key principles 
based on examples of their application and benefits, through interactive media, World Café 
events, online discussion fora and vice-chancellors’ blogs. Monitor, feed back and address 
stakeholder views, including concerns and criticisms.

Build on existing examples and experiences
Identify and evaluate existing university initiatives and projects reflecting each of the four  
key principles and communicate and celebrate successful examples. Use strategic 
development funding, senior management champions and other incentives to make  
marginal and exceptional activities part of business as usual. The aim should be to 
‘mainstream’ desired approaches and practices across the whole university.

Free up internal structures and systems
Identify ways in which existing structures, systems and processes inhibit innovation and  
new ways of working – from constraints on cross-faculty operations to regulations limiting  
new types of educational offers. Set up task groups with senior sponsors to develop 
operating models and specify systems that facilitate new ways of working. Provide these 
groups with flexible resourcing to deliver high impact changes in bite-sized chunks.  
Organise all processes and systems around student and other user needs and value for money. 

Grow capabilities for new model operations
Define the capabilities the university needs to deliver our four key principles and carry 
out a gap analysis against current capability and capacity. Identify actions such as staff 
development, targeted recruitment and partnerships with specialist providers (e.g. for 
technology) or other collaborations. Consider long-term alliances with other universities  
to broaden capability.

Measure, monitor and empower
Form and get endorsement for views of what success will look like, in terms of the four key 
principles. Agree on the terms by which success should be measured, and the scale of the 
gaps between the status quo and the desired future state. These measures should be both 
qualitative and quantitative. Prioritise initiatives according to their potential impact on these 
gaps, and empower staff to drive change. Monitor and publish regular progress reports  
on the transformation.
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A SECURE FUTURE 
REQUIRES BOLD 
ACTION 

This is a watershed era for universities around the 
world. There might be concern that moving to more 
enterprising and engaged ways of providing higher 
learning will undermine universities’ long-standing values 
of institutional autonomy and academic excellence.

In practice, independence and excellence remain at 
least as important for universities today as in the past, 
especially as basic concepts of truth and objectivity 
become increasingly contested. But the criteria for 
judging and attributing excellence have moved beyond 
the university/academia into a pluralistic knowledge 
and learning ecosystem. So universities will have to  
re-evaluate those core values in this different world.  
In fact, many are already starting to do so.

The emerging result is a more diverse and outward-
looking community of universities. They’re 
differentiating their missions and contributions to 
society around the principles of purpose, openness, 
enterprise and digital innovation that have transformed 
other areas of 21st century life. By moving these 
initiatives from the margins to the mainstream, 
universities can secure their future, better serve 
individuals, communities and wider stakeholders,  
and continue contributing to economic prosperity  
and society’s wellbeing. 
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By moving innovative and enterprising 
initiatives from the margins to the 
mainstream, universities can secure 
their future, better serve individuals, 
communities and wider stakeholders, 
and continue contributing to economic 
prosperity and society’s wellbeing.
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