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About the survey

Our survey ran in 2021 through an online 
questionnaire sent to the heads of UK universities 
and other higher education institutions, 
supplemented by additional written commentary 
and in-depth telephone interviews. Our findings are 
informed by more than 40 responses. 

We are hugely grateful to everyone who gave 
their time and contributions at what remains an 
exceptionally demanding time at every university.

Note: within this report, reference to ‘universities’ and ‘institutions’ 
covers all recognised higher education institutions (HEIs); and  
‘vice-chancellors’ encompasses the diversity of titles among the 
heads of HEIs.
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A DIFFERENT 
FUTURE AWAITS 

Welcome to the 11th in our series of surveys of the 
leaders of UK universities. 

Our survey provides a platform for vice-chancellors to share 
their views and plans on a wide range of current and future 
issues: from the long-term effects of COVID-led measures; 
potential changes in the market and policy environment for 
universities; through to their expectations for the sector over 
the coming years. 

Our research ran after the lifting of the second COVID-
induced national lockdown and related restrictions, 
the effects of which had dominated the work of every 
university’s leadership team and staff for the previous 18 
months. Vice-chancellors expressed well-justified pride in  
the ways their institutions had responded to these 
disruptions, with many highlighting lasting innovations in 
staff and student relationships and experiences built on 
contingent measures. 

While the pandemic and its effects on students and staff 
have been the priority, our survey reveals several deeper 
developments across the higher education (HE) sector. 
These are fundamentally redefining universities’ relationships 
with their wider communities, the services they offer and to 
whom, how those services are delivered, and how they seek 
to secure their financial viability. 

Our findings suggest a number of important differences 
from our previous surveys, pointing towards a very different 
HE sector in years to come: a more differentiated, open, 
adaptive and resilient university system. 

From our survey, five key themes emerged: 

1.  MISSION-LED STRATEGIC 
DIFFERENTIATION

Universities are increasingly differentiating themselves and 
building their identities in terms of their social and economic 
engagement and impact in their local region. In a significant 
shift from previous findings, this year’s survey revealed a 
sea-change in UK universities’ strategies for differentiation 
and sustainability. Instead of pursuing their competitive 
standing against peer institutions, many more are focusing 
their strategies on the societal and economic impact of their 
services to their local communities. 

Sixty per cent of vice-chancellors place ‘recruiting from 
under-represented and/or local student groups’ as their 
first or second priority. Forty five per cent rank ‘supporting 
local or sectoral economic and workforce needs’ as their 
institutions’ first or second priority. In contrast, only 23% give 
their top rankings to ‘recruiting only the academically most 
able students’, and just 5% make ‘leading in advanced and 
international research developments’ their top priorities. 

60%  
of vice-chancellors place 
recruiting from under-
represented and/or local 
student groups as their 
first or second priority
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2. ENTERPRISE AND AUTONOMY

This shift in strategies is leading a growing number of 
universities to secure their student recruitment, research 
and business services income through direct arrangements 
with local employers, businesses and development agencies. 
This reduces their vulnerability to possible reductions 
in mainstream public funding sources, protecting their 
economic autonomy. 

Vice-chancellors are worried about the possibility of a 
reduction in regulated home undergraduate tuition fees;  
this is seen as the single greatest risk by 63% of respondents. 
There are also concerns about the prospect of new controls 
over student admissions and/or the provision of courses 
deemed to offer ‘poor value’ to students. Thirty one per  
cent see possible constraints on admissions as a major risk,  
while 21% see similar levels of risk in potential limits on 
course offers. 

3.  CONSEQUENCES OF THE 
COVID-19 PANDEMIC

Almost no institutions plan to retain the wholesale switch 
to online and remote study methods forced by the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The vast majority (90%) plan instead 
to incorporate the lessons learned into hybrid mixes of 
online and personalised approaches, reflecting the strong 
preferences of students for face-to-face learning and  
campus experiences.

There was widespread agreement that COVID-led 
innovations have improved communications and support 
for students and staff: 45% say they will be keeping 
measures introduced to enhance student and staff wellbeing 
and mental health support, for example through online 
monitoring tools.

4.  A DIGITALLY-ENABLED 
EXPERIENCE

In the face of concerns from ministers and media 
commentators that students may be denied face-to-face 
lectures by widespread moves to online provision, vice-
chancellors have been working to optimise the balance 
between online and in-person teaching. Many expect 
patterns of student studying to change – especially through 
increased recruitment of part-time, working and commuting 
students – and they see hybrid combinations of digital and 
face-to-face engagement as key to this.

Most vice-chancellors are looking to investments in digital 
platforms and systems to facilitate more flexible and 
inclusive ways of working and service delivery for students 
and staff. A large majority (63%) rank investment in new 
learning and teaching technologies as their top priority 
for digital transformation. This was both for mainstream 
students and also to support their ambitions to grow 
revenues from online education and services and resources. 

5.  A NEW GENERATION  
OF LEADERS

A notable feature of our results is a greatly increased 
number of newly appointed and/or soon-to-retire  
vice-chancellors across UK universities. This high turnover 
may in part reflect a crisis of morale and job satisfaction 
among university leaders. While vice-chancellors recognise 
the privilege of the positions they hold, many spoke of their 
roles becoming more onerous, in terms such as “exhausting, 
thankless and demoralising”, and feeling “browbeaten  
and apprehensive”. 

Whatever the reasons for the exceptionally high turnover 
– and we explore these later – there is an emerging new 
generation of university heads, including a long-overdue 
increase in the proportion of women. This new generation is 
adopting different styles of leadership to their predecessors, 
spending less time responding to short-term political 
pressures, and instead focusing on the interests and 
strategies of their own institutions. 90%  

plan to implement a 
hybrid approach of online 
and personalised learning
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6.  THRIVING THROUGH 
DIFFERENCE

Vice-chancellors are united in forecasting significant 
reshaping and realignments of the university sector over the 
coming decade, achieved through greater differentiation and 
diversity between providers and in the services they offer. 
Although they are worried about the impacts of potential 
government interventions on tuition fees, admissions policies 
and course provision, university leaders remain confident  
in the underlying resilience and adaptability of the sector  
to meet sustained national needs and demands for higher-
level learning.

There is a widely-held view that there may be fewer 
independent universities in 10 years’ time, although this 
is thought more likely to emerge through mergers, group 
structures and federations than through outright institutional 
failures. Rationalisation is thought more likely to be seen 
through closures of branch campuses and perhaps closures 
of under-recruiting courses. There is widespread general 
expectation of more mergers between HE and further 
education (FE) institutions, and related tertiary-level 
integration (such as local pathway partnerships). This is 
already a feature of current or planned strategies for almost 
two-thirds (63%) of universities, with a further 20% actively 
exploring options. 

Building tomorrow’s universities 

The picture to emerge is of vice-chancellors and institutions 
differentiating their missions and strategies to be  
more relevant and responsive to changing social and 
economic needs. 

In a departure from what we’ve witnessed in previous years, 
and at greater pace than previously thought possible, we are 
seeing sector-wide shifts towards:

• strategic engagement between universities and their 
local economies and communities

• opening more flexible learning opportunities and 
pathways for young people and adults

• greater institutional commitment towards issues such as 
sustainability and social mobility 

• personalising learning choices and experiences through 
technology-based innovations

• enterprising business models built upon innovative 
services and delivery partnerships

• closer collaboration between universities, further 
education providers and employers.

In these ways, vice-chancellors are building on the 
unexpected capacity for rapid innovation, adaptability 
and agency that they discovered through the COVID-19 
pandemic, to secure a differentiated future in a fast-moving 
and unpredictable world. 

Vice-chancellors and institutions 
are differentiating their missions 
and strategies to be more 
relevant and responsive.
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In a significant shift from our previous surveys, 
this year’s results revealed a sea-change in  
UK universities’ strategies for differentiation  
and sustainability. 

Instead of pursuing competitive standing against peer 
institutions based on sector-wide metrics and league  
tables, more universities are focusing their strategies on  
the societal and economic impact of their services to their 
local communities. 

This trend goes beyond the narrative of universities as  
place-based civic anchors – important for ‘being there’ as 
major businesses in their localities – to growing recruitment 
and earnings through direct engagement with local 
employers, education providers and civic stakeholders.

Invited to rank a range of strategic priorities, 35% of  
vice-chancellors place ‘recruiting from under-represented 
and/or local student groups’ as their top priority, with a 
further 25% ranking this second. Forty five per cent rank 
‘supporting local or sectoral economic and workforce needs’ 
as their institutions’ first or second priority. In contrast, 
only 23% give their top rankings to ‘recruiting only the 
academically most able students’, and just 5% make ‘leading 
in advanced and international research developments’  
their top priority. This is a major change from previous  
years, where priorities such as growing market share 
featured heavily.  

1MISSION-LED STRATEGIC   
DIFFERENTIATION 

Our work is strongly focused on 
particular sectors of the local 
economy that are undergoing 
considerable change as a 
consequence of Brexit and COVID
Survey respondent
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Percentage of universities ranking the following as a first or second priority

60%

45%

30%

23%

20%

18%

5%

Recruiting from under-represented 
and/or local student groups

Supporting local or sectoral 
economic and workforce needs

Maintaining a comprehensive balance 
of education and research provision

Selecting only the academically  
most able students

Expanding or consolidating partnerships

Exemplifying sustainability

15%Engaging with applied and commercial 
research and development programmes

Leading in advanced and international 
research developments
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Universities are increasingly differentiating themselves and 
building their identities in terms of their social and economic 
impact in their particular localities. Some representative 
quotes from responding vice-chancellors illustrate the 
movement. One told us: “Our work is strongly focused on 
particular sectors of the local economy that are undergoing 
considerable change as a consequence of Brexit and COVID. 
Our aim is to support those sectors through this long-term 
transition.” Another added: “[We are] developing our [local 
engagement] programme as part of a city-wide consortium. 
A big driver here is increasing the proportion of our 
discretionary spending with local firms.” 

Common features of this development include:

• partnerships with schools and colleges to build learning 
pathways and opportunities suited to local needs

• direct partnerships with dominant local employers, 
especially in healthcare and public services, to  
provide education and skills development services  
for their workforces

• collaborative programmes with local partners (including 
third sector organisations and football clubs) to provide 
community services. 

Forty five per cent of respondents say that participation in 
local and regional economic development programmes is  
a core element of their university’s business, while a further 
18% are actively planning significant commitments in this 
area. Partnerships with FE colleges and local employment 
pathway schemes is already core to the business of  
35% of institutions, with a further 28% planning similar 
significant commitments. 

It is clear that partnership working with a wide range of 
counterparts is becoming central to the strategies of many 
universities. One vice-chancellor told us that “large scale 
public service contracts and relationships are critical” and 
included the NHS and the police. Another is “working with 
14 major organisations to develop a City Anchor Network”.

Going beyond universities’ civic responsibilities, these 
initiatives have generated valuable economic benefits: local 
pathway programmes have generated increases in student 
recruitment, especially to foundation courses. 

Despite this growth in educational and research 
collaborations, universities appear ambivalent about 
whether this is a sign of further moves towards restructuring 
their institutions. Most vice-chancellors predict significant 
increases in mergers and alliances at the sector level, but 
seem to expect this to come from institutions other than their 
own: 73% have no plans for mergers with other HE providers 
(although 27% are actively considering such moves).

There is a division of views about more operational 
collaborations; such as partnerships with online learning 
platforms (OLPs) such as Coursera or 2U, or with business 
service providers. Although 43% have or are actively planning 
partnerships with OLPs, 25% have no plans in this regard. 
Similarly, 53% have no plans for partnership with professional 
services or outsourcing providers, whereas 48% have or are 
evaluating such arrangements. 

Partnership working with a 
wide range of counterparts 
is becoming central to the 
strategies of many universities.
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Integration or merger with home  
HE providers 

Strategic partnerships with overseas  
HE partners

Partnerships with online learning platforms

7.5%

20%

72.5%

Partnerships with professional services  
or outsourcing providers 

Research groups, networks  
and institutes

Industry and sectoral R&D partnerships

Regional and local economic  
development programmes

FE colleges and/or employment  
pathway schemes 

Key: 

 Not part of current plans

  Evaluating current options  
and arrangements

 Planning significant commitments

  Already a core aspect of operations

2.5%

25%

35%

37.5%

15%

25%

27.5%

32.5%

7.5%

40%52.5%

12.5%

17.5%

32.5%

37.5%

5%

30%

30%

35%

5%

17.5%

32.5%

45%

17.5%

20%

27.5%

35%

Plans for strategic partnerships and collaborations over the next 3-5 years
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ENTERPRISE AND 
AUTONOMY 

Our survey was undertaken at a time of 
considerable uncertainty around the financial 
outlook for universities, particularly with regard 
to public funding levels and terms. It took place 
while the sector awaited the Government’s 
response to the recommendations of the Augar 
Panel and other policy options. 

In anticipation of possible large reductions in their 
traditional income sources, many institutions are planning 
to expand alternative business streams that can reduce their 
dependence on national political decisions. 

The greatest single concern for university leaders is the 
possibility of a reduction in regulated home undergraduate 
tuition fees, with 63% of respondents rating this as a major 
risk for their institution. 

There is also significant concern about the prospect of new 
controls over student admissions – for example raising 
minimum entry requirements – or over the provision of 
arts and humanities courses deemed to offer ‘poor value’ 
to students. Our survey found that 31% of vice-chancellors 
regard any constraints on admissions as a major risk, while 
21% regard potential limits on course offers with equal 
concern. These concerns are felt even more strongly among 
institutions in Scotland and Northern Ireland, which already 
receive significantly lower levels of funding for teaching than 
their English counterparts, and to a slightly lesser extent by 
those in Wales, where it is feared that the Welsh Parliament 
will follow English policy measures.

2

42.5%

22.5%

35%

17.5%

20%

62.5%

33%

28%

31%

35%

42.5%

22.5%

35%

42.5%

22.5%

49%

26%

21%

43%

20%

5%

 
Critical risks as ranked by vice-chancellors 

Reduction in 
regulation tuition 

fee levels

Decline in 
international 

student demand

Caps and/
or constraints 

on student 
admissions 

Redirection of 
research funding

Decline in home 
student demand

Constraints on 
course offers

Insolvencies, cuts 
and restrictions 

across the sector

 Minor risk  Moderate risk  Major risk



 13ENTERPRISE AND AUTONOMY

Universities with a strong emphasis on widening 
participation express real concerns about the possibility 
of funding and/or particular course types – especially 
foundation degrees and some apprenticeships – being 
diverted to FE colleges. While vice-chancellors broadly 
welcome policy moves to encourage greater alignment 
between universities and the FE sector, several observe that 
the different funding and regulatory regimes between the 
two sectors is inhibiting local collaborations. 

There are different but no less keenly felt concerns about 
future funding among small and specialist music and drama 
conservatoires. Most (but not all) of these have benefited 
(UK spelling) from supplementary funding allocations in 
recognition of their inherently high teaching costs, the  
future of which is currently under review by the Department 
for Education.

Other sources of financial risk include the possibility of a 
post-COVID fall in international student recruitment, seen as 
a major risk by 35% of respondents. The diversion of public 
research funding away from individual universities into 
national institutes and programmes is flagged as a critical 
risk by 23% of vice-chancellors. 

On the positive side, many universities have ambitious plans 
for growing alternative sources of business and revenues – 
reducing their vulnerability to reductions in public funding. 

By far the most significant of these plans is to grow 
online education services and related resources: 33% of 
institutions are looking for revenues from this source to grow 
significantly (by more than 25%) over coming years, with  
a further 43% looking for moderate growth (10-25%). 

The next most important sources of potential growth are 
seen in private and industry-funded R&D and public research 
grants. For both sources, nearly one in five universities are 
planning for significant revenue growth. 

With regards to teaching, over half of responders (56%) are 
planning for moderate revenue growth in private teaching 
fees and contracts. Slightly surprisingly, 40% of respondents 
are planning for moderate revenue growth from publicly-
regulated teaching. 

The clue to this apparent paradox may come from the 
growing number of universities that have developed close 
and direct links with employers, industry and development 
partners in their local catchment areas. Direct engagement 
with employers, such as local NHS Trusts, has provided  
some institutions with a valuable source of ‘baked-in’  
year-round enrolments (with associated assured funding), 
both for tailored degree programmes and continuous 
professional development.

In these ways, universities are making up for declining 
mainstream funding (from shrinking fees and reduced 
grants) by growing direct and novel revenue-generating  
links with their local communities. As one vice-chancellor put 
it: “Do the right things [for the community] and the money 
will flow.”

 
Growth plans by revenue source

 
Online education services  
and resources

Private/industry  
funded R&D

Public research  
funding

Private teaching fees  
and contracts

Public/regulated teaching fees 
and related grants

Commercialising  
research outputs

Other commercial  
operations

Accomodation, rentals  
and events 

  Moderate growth (10-25%)   Significant growth (>25%)

43% 33%

56% 18%

53% 18%

56% 8%

40% 8%

36% 10%

19% 16%

10%23%
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CONSEQUENCES OF THE 
COVID-19 PANDEMIC 

The scale and speed of universities’ responses 
to the COVID-19 pandemic has been quite 
remarkable, especially the almost overnight  
shift by most to online learning provision and 
remote working. 

The imperatives for immediate solutions to crisis-hit 
operations accelerated innovations at a never-before-
seen pace. Vice-chancellors spoke of making “three 
years progress in three weeks”, and even “10 years of 
transformation in just one”.

A frequently-cited reason for universities’ rapid adoption 
and scaling of new teaching and management methods is 
that they already had nascent plans for innovations in these 
areas that were quickly brought forward. In many cases 
these plans had existed as long-term ambitions but had been 
inhibited by internal opposition and practical constraints. 
The imperatives of the pandemic over-rode these historical 
blockages, unlocking a capacity for rapid and radical changes 
that surprised many people within the sector and outside. 
As one vice-chancellor put it: “We found we had accidentally 
delivered some longstanding strategic intentions.”

However, almost no institutions intend to retain the 
wholesale switch to online and remote study methods. The 
overwhelming majority (90%) say they will incorporate the 
lessons learned into hybrid mixes of online and face-to-face 
approaches. Several vice-chancellors note that greater use 
of online learning and academic support services (such 
as libraries) provided much-welcomed flexibility for many 
students – notably those studying while working and/or 
commuting to campuses, and also those with learning needs. 
Despite this, vice-chancellors report strong demands from 
students for a rapid return to interpersonal and communal 
learning experiences offering greater personalisation, 
which they are striving to meet. One commented: “The in-
person contact will be much more valuable to our students, 
discussing ideas with academics through smaller group 
sessions rather than simply receiving the information in large 
lecture rooms.”

Asked which COVID-driven innovations would be retained, the 
strongest responses relate to improved communications and 
support for students and staff: 45% of respondents say they 
will be normalising measures introduced to enhance student 
and staff wellbeing and mental health support; and a further 
80% will blend aspects of new assessment and feedback 
methods into their future admissions processes. One vice-
chancellor commented: “Student recruitment practices have 
radically changed to an online format and we will be retaining 
the best of these developments to improve our reach into new 
student markets.”

Other areas where COVID-driven measures produced 
unanticipated benefits were in management 
communications, staff engagement and working practices. 
Over 90% cite flexible working practices and online staff 
communications as changes they will either fully or partly 
retain and incorporate into their future ways of working. 
Vice-chancellors report that attendance and participation 
in all-staff or more focused meetings had improved 
significantly and created a more inclusive environment,  
as well as reducing needs for staff travel, especially across 
multiple campuses. 

Views were more divided on the benefits of remote meetings 
for executive and governance decision-making. While 
22% intend to move mainly towards this mode, a similar 
proportion say they had not and/or would not be changing 
previous practices in this regard.

Looking outside the immediate university community,  
a number of vice-chancellors observe that the COVID-19 
pandemic led to enhanced relationships with local 
communities, employers and civic authorities. Many 
universities had shared labs, equipment and staff with 
pandemic response teams, opened their facilities to 
local partners (for example providing accommodation 
for front line workers), or supported community welfare 
initiatives with staff and student volunteers. As a result, 
vice-chancellors are already noticing greater interest 
and willingness towards further collaborations from local 
partners, encouraging their moves towards increased  
civic engagement.

3
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Online and remote  
teaching for all students 

Alternative student assessment  
and feedback methods

Remote and home-based working for 
academic and professional staff

2.5%
7.5%

90%

2.5% 7.5%

17.5%

80%

10%

82.5%

Enhanced student and staff wellbeing,  
and mental health support 

New approaches to  
executive decision-making 

Large-scale governance  
meetings held online

5% 10% 7.5%

45%50% 22.5%

22.5%

45% 32.5%60%

Key:

 No change in this area

 Return to previous practices

  Hybrid of new and former practices

  Innovations will be retained as 'new normal'

Which COVID-driven innovations will be retained? 



A DIFFERENTIATED FUTURE16

A DIGITALLY-ENABLED 
EXPERIENCE 

Despite the concerns of ministers and media 
commentators, vice-chancellors do not see 
education delivery as a distinct choice between 
online or in-person teaching. 

While the pandemic forced a rapid switch to remote delivery 
for most students and led to many universities bringing 
forward previously planned investments and innovations in 
educational technologies, vice-chancellors are not expecting 
this to lead to any permanent pivoting to digital and remote 
teaching. Instead, they recognise and endorse (most) 
students’ strong preferences for predominantly personal 
and communal learning provision, and see technology as 
a powerful enabler for enhancing personalised and flexible 
learning experiences.

That is not to downplay the power and value of technology 
for transforming learning provision and experiences. An 
overwhelming majority (63%) of vice-chancellors rank 
planned investment in learning and teaching technologies 
as their top priority above other applications. This reflects 
institutions’ ambitions for revenues from online education 
and services and resources.

The next highest priorities were for investments in marketing, 
recruitment and admissions (51% first or second highest), 
followed by student services and administration (45% first 
or second highest), then professional services support (26% 
first or second highest). Commercial and business services, 
research support, and estates and facilities were the lowest 
priorities – perhaps surprising given the scope for cost 
savings and revenue growth in these areas. The majority of 
respondents only expect to be able to protect current levels 
of commercial earnings here.

From our conversations with respondents, it was apparent 
that most vice-chancellors are looking to investments in 
digital platforms and systems to facilitate more flexible 
and accommodating ways of working and service delivery 
for students and staff. Many are expecting patterns of 
student studying to change, especially through increases in 
part-time, older and commuting students, and see hybrid 
combinations of digital and face-to-face engagement as key 
to this. Similarly, the experience of having many staff (both 
academic and professional services) working at least part 
of their time remotely is seen to have worked well, making 
use of online technologies to reduce needs for travelling and 
reserved office spaces. Several report that they expect to 
review (and potentially reduce) their future estate needs.

One potentially worrying aspect of increased reliance 
on digital systems and services for universities is greatly 
increased vulnerability to data security, cyber attacks and 
ransom demands. This has already happened at a number 
of universities, and vice-chancellors are seeing the need for 
enhanced mitigation and resilience as a key priority. 

4

Vice-chancellors are looking 
to investments in digital 
platforms and systems to 
facilitate more flexible ways of 
working and service delivery.
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Institutional priorities for digital transformation  

  First priority   Second priority

63% 5%

11% 40%Marketing, recruitment and admissions

Student services and administration 11% 34%

Professional services 13% 13%

Research support 5%

Estates and facilities 3%

3%Commercial and business services

Learning and teaching provision
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A notable feature of this year’s survey is a  
greatly increased number of newly appointed 
and/or soon-to-retire vice-chancellors across  
UK universities. 

We believe as many as a third of universities have appointed 
or will soon have new vice-chancellors in the two years 
since our last survey. This impression is shared by the vice-
chancellors we spoke with, and (in part at least) reflects a 
serious crisis of morale and job satisfaction among many 
university leaders. 

There was broad consensus on the growing complexity of 
the vice-chancellor role, and the consequential increased 
burdens on office holders. Whilst vice-chancellors recognise 
the privilege of the positions they hold, many spoke of 
their roles being “exhausting and demoralising” and feeling 
“browbeaten and apprehensive”. Others told us they are 
“hardly appreciated” – with the result being that “retaining 
the good and able is likely to become more difficult”. 

The increased workloads generated by the pandemic 
have undoubtedly been a factor in these results. Another 
contributor is the perceived lack of sympathy and 
understanding for universities from government, parliament 
and the media. This is equally apparent in all three Devolved 
Administrations – with many feeling that their individual 
and collective political influence to counter this has greatly 
diminished in the past few years. In some cases, this 
perceived lack of understanding and support has been 
attributed also to governing bodies, which respondents 
perceive as being concerned more with league table 
rankings than with alternative strategic objectives. 

Consequently, there is an emerging new generation of 
university heads, including a long-overdue increase in the 
proportion of women. This new wave of leaders are adopting 
different styles of leadership to their predecessors. They are 
spending much less time than their predecessors on public 
engagement with what they regard as short-term political 
pressures – increasingly leaving this to Universities UK – 
and are instead focused on getting on with the particular 
interests and strategies of their own institutions. Some spoke 
of operating under the radar of political and regulatory 
scrutiny, making building healthier relationships and 
teamwork with staff, students and stakeholders their  
top priorities.

A comment from one long-serving vice-chancellor sums 
up the challenges for new university leaders: “Authentic 
leadership is badly needed. Given the huge turnover at 
present there is plenty of opportunity for progressive 
change. COVID-19 has exposed just how distant and 
divided - even alienated - from the staff and students many 
university leaders are. I expect a great deal more modesty 
[and] much more concentration on 'domestic issues'.”

5 A NEW GENERATION  
OF LEADERS 

Authentic leadership is badly 
needed. Given the huge 
turnover at present there 
is plenty of opportunity for 
progressive change
Survey respondent
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Vice-chancellors' ranking (combined first and second) of priorities and demands for their roles in the next 3-5 years 

Setting/managing institutional 
direction and strategy

Responding to national HE  
policy developments

Managing institutional academic 
and/or financial performance

Executive team development  
and leadership

Leading organisational change and 
capability development

Representing the university 
at home and abroad

Managing civic and 
community relationship

Handling impacts of societal 
and cultural issues

77%

36%

31%

23%

21%

21%

Responding to regulatory 
and reporting demands

15%

10%

5%
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Vice-chancellors are united in forecasting a 
period of consolidation and rationalisation in the 
scale of higher education provision, along with 
much greater differentiation and diversity across 
providers and in the services they offer. 

Although they are worried about the impact of potential 
government interventions on tuition fees, admissions 
policies and course provision, university leaders remain 
bullish about the underlying resilience and adaptability of 
the sector to meet changing national needs and demands 
for higher level learning.

There is a widely-held view that there may be fewer 
independent universities in 10 years’ time, although this 
is thought more likely to emerge through mergers, group 
structures and federations than through outright institutional 
failures. Rationalisation is thought more likely to be seen 
through closures of branch campuses and perhaps closures 
of under-recruiting courses. There is widespread general 
expectation of more HE/FE mergers and related tertiary-
level integration (such as pathway partnerships). This is 
already a feature of current or planned strategies for the 
majority of universities. Predictions included: “[I expect] 
some contraction in terms of number of institutions and 
more pathways from FE to HE; three year UG remaining 
core, but with more options for learning in chunks and 
micro-credentials.” Another respondent told us: “Fewer fully 
independent universities, more group structures, greater 
differentiation between HEIs but less binary differentiation 
between HE and FE.”

Most vice-chancellors expect that the biggest changes 
over the coming decade will be seen within the current 
broad structures of the sector, through greatly increased 
differentiation between providers, and more diversity and 
wider choices in their educational and knowledge sharing 
offers. One respondent summarised this as: “Greater 
differentiation, with highly specialist discipline areas located 
in a small number of specialist providers and no longer 
delivered by larger universities. 

Funding models [may be] used as drivers for change, but 
with increased focus on private rather than public funding. 
More blended, remote and modular flexible offers for 
students at all levels and more online and blended modes 
facilitating a more internationalised sector.”

A major driver for these developments is an expectation 
of changes in the mix of university client groups and 
in the modes of learning they require. Demand for the 
traditional three-year ‘rite of passage’ route for young 
students is expected to continue as the core business for 
most universities. However, substantial demand growth 
is expected from non-traditional learners and employers 
– including adult learners studying part-time around their 
careers over extended periods and seeking more flexible 
options such as micro-credentials, specialist technical 
credentials and transferable credits. The Government’s 
declared plans for Lifetime Learning (Loan) Entitlements 
were cited as an important enabler for growing this market. 

Flexibility and agility in adapting to new opportunities is 
seen as crucial to the success of universities in this changed 
market, potentially favouring those institutions already 
engaged in a diverse range of provision and delivery modes 
(including digital delivery). One respondent spoke of a move 
towards “pathways and alternative modes of learning – 
digitally-based qualifications, short courses, apprenticeships 
etc. [This] will likely increase and universities already used 
to managing such diversity of provision are likely to have a 
head-start (not least because their organisational models 
may make it easier for them to adapt).”

Overall, and despite the challenges they have identified at 
personal, institutional and sector levels, vice-chancellors 
remain positive about the outlook for the university system 
and their own institutions. One summed this up as follows: 
“[In 10 years’ time] we will have as many universities as 
[today because] the allure of a university education will not 
go away – though we may see some better differentiation. 
And the threat of digital providers will force us to define our 
distinctive offer as land-based universities better.”

6 THRIVING THROUGH  
DIFFERENCE 
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BUILDING TOMORROW’S  
UNIVERSITIES 

Even though universities and their leaders have 
grown accustomed to almost continuous external 
disruptions and uncertainties, whether from 
government policies, new technologies or market 
shifts, the background to this year’s survey has 
been quite exceptionally turbulent. 

Universities have faced critical scrutiny on multiple fronts, 
ranging from students’ experiences during the COVID-19 
emergency, to doubts about value for money, and graduate 
outcomes to concerns about freedom of speech on campuses. 

Despite all this, the picture emerging is of vice-chancellors 
and institutions differentiating their missions and strategies 
to be more relevant and responsive to changing social and 
economic needs. 

We are seeing sector-wide shifts towards:

• strategic engagement between universities and their 
local economies and communities

• opening more flexible learning opportunities and 
pathways for young people and adults

• greater institutional commitment towards issues such  
as sustainability and social mobility 

• personalising learning choices and experiences through  
technology-based innovations

• enterprising business models built upon innovative 
services and delivery partnerships

• closer collaboration between universities, further 
education providers and employers.

In these and other ways, vice-chancellors are building on the 
unexpected capacity for rapid innovation, adaptability and 
agency that universities discovered through the COVID-19 
pandemic. This will secure their futures, better deliver 
for students and further strengthen the links between 
universities and the people they serve. 

The picture emerging is of  
vice-chancellors and institutions 
differentiating their missions and 
strategies to be more relevant 
and responsive to changing 
social and economic needs.
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