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1.	 We	surveyed	all	heads	of	UK	universities	and	recognised	higher	education	institutions.	We	use	the	term	‘vice-chancellors’	to	embrace	their	diversity	of	titles.

2.	 Similarly,	we	refer	to	‘universities’	as	embracing	all	types	of	higher	education	provider	–	both	public	and	private.

After decades of stability and continuity, 
university education around the world is 
facing pressures for reform from multiple 
directions. Student demands for more flexible 
and cheaper study options, new technologies 
challenging traditional teaching models, 
regulatory pressures for ensuring a clearer 
value for money and competition from new 
providers offering alternative choices are all 
shifting the status quo.

INTRODUCTION

These pressures have spawned a wave of 
game-changing innovations from universities 
and other providers around the world that are 
redefining the accessibility and experience of 
higher education (HE) for millions of learners. 
Will the UK university system be able to 
keep its reputation for world-class education 
against the challenges from innovative global 
competitors?

This report presents the views of UK vice-
chancellors1 on the innovations reshaping the 
global HE landscape, how the UK university 
system is responding to them and the outlook 
for higher education over coming years.  
 
We discuss the implications of the emerging 
picture for the future competitiveness of our 
universities2 and offer some potential solutions.
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3.	 Our	previous	survey	reports	can	be	requested	at	www.paconsulting.com/education.	

ABOUT THE SURVEY

This report is based on PA’s seventh annual 
survey of university vice-chancellors3 and 
other leaders of HE institutions. In addition to 
some questions carried forward from previous 
years, which allow us to see how leaders’ 
views have changed over time, this year’s 
survey focused on innovation in HE. It looks at 
which developments in teaching and learning 
are regarded as the most important, how 
institutions are responding to them and what 
changes sector leaders foresee for the HE 
system in the medium and longer term.

Although the survey was conducted during 
the 2015 UK general election campaign, when 
widely differing policies were being proposed, 
very few respondents suggested their 
expectations were dependent on the short-
term political outcome. It seems the historical 
symbiosis between university planning and 
government policies has been largely displaced 
by global market forces and that political 
vagaries no longer dominate leaders’ forward 
thinking as much as they did.

We received responses to our survey from 
50 vice-chancellors and other institutional 
leaders, representing a good cross-section 
of institutions across the UK. Many added 
personal observations to their responses,  
some of which we have quoted through  
the report.

We are extremely 
grateful to everyone 
who took the time 
to participate 
in the survey.
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CONSTRAINTS TO INNOVATION

Respondents identified six factors explaining 
the slow pace of innovation among 
UK universities:

1. The deep-seated conservatism of 
university cultures and the aversion to 
risk-taking among many management 
teams – especially from governing bodies

2. The constraints of inflexible organisational 
structures and processes, reinforced by 
resistance to change from parts of an 
ageing academic workforce and from 
external regulatory bodies

3. The fragmented and tentative nature 
of change initiatives within universities 
are often contained within particular 
departments, programmes or student 
groups, and not adopted more widely

4. A perceived lack of incentives for 
innovation, given that most institutions 
remain relatively well-funded, with student 
demand and revenues remaining strong

5. Improved confidence in the resilience of 
the sector, with far fewer vice-chancellors 
predicting institutional failures and forced 
mergers than in previous years

6. Widely-held views that current models of 
HE provision and participation will remain 
the norm for years to come, and that 
predicted disruptions will remain marginal 
to universities’ core business.

University leaders acknowledge the importance of 
emerging global innovations in educational programmes, 
modes of study and learners’ experiences that are 
reshaping 21st century higher education. 

However, they believe the UK system is lagging behind 
international leaders in every major area of innovation and 
express concerns about the responsiveness of their own 
institutions to these developments. 

These findings have significant implications for the future 
competitiveness and even the survival of UK providers.

SUMMARY FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS
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THE INNOVATORS’ DILEMMA

These findings reveal similarities between 
universities and the experiences of other 
public and commercial sectors – facing what 
Clayton Christensen has called the ‘innovator’s 
dilemma'.4 This arises when established players 
recognise the pressures and opportunities 
for major changes in their services and ways 
of working, but find themselves trapped 
by the legacy and persisting comforts of 
their historical success. This ‘inertial drag’ 
creates open opportunities for new providers 
unencumbered by outmoded cultures and 
legacy business models. In the case of higher 
education, we are seeing many of the most 
significant innovations being pioneered by 
relatively young institutions or new entrants 
to the market.

MODELS FOR FOSTERING INNOVATION

The experiences of UK and overseas 
universities suggest that disruptive innovations 
of the kind discussed here are most readily 
introduced outside of existing organisational 
structures. For example, in arm’s-length units 
and ventures such as Maastricht University’s 
Chemelot partnership, Coventry’s University 
College or Arizona State University’s model of 
differentiated campuses. Such semi-detached 
operations offer freedom to innovate without 
the constraints of the ‘mother ship’ and contain 
the risks of failure within limited bounds. 
It is essential, however, that institutions 
position any such innovative initiatives within 
imaginative longer-term visions and strategies 
for organisation-wide transformation. As some 
respondents have observed, this requires a 
degree of bravery from leaders willing to go 
out on a limb and drive changes, accepting the 
personal risks this entails.

4.	 The	innovator's	dilemma:	When	new	technologies	can	cause	great	firms	to	fail,	Clayton	Christensen,	Harvard	Business	Review	Press,	1997
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Global innovation theme Examples of innovations

CURRICULUM REFORMS  
AND NEW PEDAGOGIES

Cross-disciplinary and thematic programmes; liberal sciences foundation years; 
problem-based and competency-based learning; etc.

STUDENT-DRIVEN, FLEXIBLE  
STUDY MODES

Multiple entry points during year; accelerated and extended programme 
options; demise of the traditional academic year; etc. 

INTEGRATION OF LEARNING 
WITH WORKING PRACTICE

Bespoke and employer-based programmes; accreditation of work experience; 
competency and achievement ‘badges’ and transcripts; etc.

MOBILITY AND TRANSFERABILITY  
BETWEEN PROVIDERS

Recognition and transferability of credits between providers; international 
recognition of credits; multi-institutional awards; roll-on, roll-off study; etc.

USES OF TECHNOLOGY TO 
TRANSFORM LEARNING EXPERIENCES

Flipped learning, acquiring content online; demise of lectures and timetables; 
anytime-anywhere learning; MOOCs; mobile VLEs; etc.

USES OF STUDENT DATA ANALYTICS 
FOR PERSONALISED SERVICES

Targeting ‘at risk’ students; monitoring engagement and progress; 
personalised recruitment processes; tailored learning plans; etc.

UNBUNDLING OF EDUCATIONAL 
SERVICE PROVISION

Use of open-source and proprietary teaching resources; third-party partnerships 
for recruitment, assessment or placements; ‘pick-and-mix’ programmes, etc.

GLOBAL TRENDS RESHAPING  
HIGHER EDUCATION

Based on our research, we have identified seven themes 
that have the potential to transform the academic offers, 
delivery models and organisation of higher education. The 
transformational themes are outlined in Table 1 and represent 
the efforts made by providers to remain relevant to the 
radically changing needs and expectations of students and 
other client groups. 

TABLE 1: SEVEN TRANSFORMATIONAL THEMES

6 THE INNOVATION RACE



100 20 30 40 50 60 70

Curriculum
 reforms

Flexible study
 modes

Integration with 
working practice

Mobility between
 providers

Technology-enhanced
 learning

Student data
 analytics

Unbundling of
 service provision

% of responses

Essential for survival

Key to competitiveness

Confined to niche providers

Unlikely to be important

0

FIGURE 1: THE IMPORTANCE OF 
GLOBAL INNOVATION TRENDS

Figure 1:	How	VCs	rate	
the	importance	of	global	
innovation trends

The majority of respondents agreed that all 
of these themes will be key to institutional 
competitiveness in coming years, and that 
some may be essential to the survival of 
current providers (see Figure 1). They 
highlighted three trends as particularly 
important: applications of technology to 
transform learning, closer integration of study 
with working practice and the use of data 
analytics to target and personalise student 
services. Between 25% and 30% believed 
substantial reforms in these three areas will be 
essential to the survival of HE providers and a 
further 40% to 50% regarded them as keys to 
future competitiveness. 

Between 25% and 30% of respondents were  
less convinced by the importance of increased 
mobility of students through the education 
system or the unbundling of HE services to 
specialised service providers. Some expressed 
scepticism about the real significance of 
innovations reported in these areas, doubting 
whether there was much evidence of them 
impacting ‘at scale’ in any markets. This 
view contrasts with a recent survey of higher 
education leaders in the US,5 who strongly 
believed that hybrid models of study and 
provision would be the defining features of 
the future higher education system.

5.	 The	Innovative	University:	What	College	Presidents	Think	About	Change	in	American	Higher	Education	–	a	survey	conducted	by	Maguire	Associates,	Inc,	 

for	The	Chronicle	of	Higher	Education	(2015)	
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FIGURE 2: HOW THE UK IS PROGRESSING 
IN KEY AREAS OF INNOVATION

“The	UK	has	some	sector-
leading	experience	but	it	exists	
in	pockets	across	the	curriculum	
and	student	experience.	Our	
challenge	is	to	make	our	best	
practice	the	norm.”
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THE UK LAGS BEHIND INTERNATIONAL 
LEADERS IN EDUCATIONAL INNOVATION

Given the UK's reputation for world-class 
teaching and research, it is somewhat 
surprising that few vice-chancellors rated the 
UK HE system as leading the way in any of 
the seven transformational themes. On the 
contrary, except with regard to curriculum 
modernisation, a substantial proportion 
(between 35% and 60%) acknowledged that 
the important innovations in each area are 
mostly happening outside the UK. In the areas 
of student mobility, unbundling of services 
and uses of student analytics, a significant 
number (over 30%) saw UK providers lagging 
behind the rest of the world (see Figure 2).

“With	regard	to	technology-
enhanced	learning,	we	are	
among	UK	sector	leaders,	
but	have	actually	made	only	
limited	progress.”

Within the UK, many universities are taking 
steps to innovate in line with global trends, 
and can point to examples of world-class 
practice, but the results and impacts across 
the sector have been patchy and isolated. 
Even those institutions that are introducing 
transformations in their education programmes 
or modes of study acknowledge that progress 
is often confined to pockets within their 
institution. They also suggest that UK providers 
may still fall short on leading innovation 
compared to their international rivals.

Respondents were divided as to the 
importance of innovations to offer more 
flexible and accessible pathways into and 
through HE for different student groups. 
Facilitating student mobility and the use of 
partnerships to expand access options were 
regarded as low priorities by around a third 
of respondents. Others, however, identified 
these as particularly important developments, 
and highlighted their initiatives to establish 
progressive learner pathways in hybrid 
partnerships with schools, colleges, other HE 
institutions, private providers and employers.

Over two-thirds said they have made little 
or no progress towards adopting student 
analytics and saw little happening in this area 
across the UK sector, even though several vice-
chancellors commented this was potentially 
a key development for the whole sector, 
enabling personalised learner journeys.

9THE INNOVATION RACE



THE ILLUSORY COMFORTS  
OF THE STATUS QUO

Vice-chancellors offered many reasons  
for the relatively slow pace of innovation 
across the UK HE system (see Figure 3).  
A number cited the deeply-entrenched culture 
of conservatism within UK universities that 
‘defaults to the status quo’, reinforced by 
resistance to change among large parts of an 
ageing academic workforce, the constraints of 
inflexible organisational structures, systems 
and processes, and the risk-aversion of some 
leadership teams and rather more governing 
bodies. There were several references to the 
personal risks for university leaders of ‘going 
out on a limb’ to drive reforms, alluding 
to recent cases (in the UK and US) where 
reforming vice-chancellors have effectively 
been forced out of their posts.

Further innovation barriers cited by 
respondents included the constraints imposed 
by regulatory agencies, especially professional 
and statutory bodies (65%) and the growing 
and inhibiting influence of consumer 
legislation and advocates (47%). Shortage of 
capital funding (both public and private) for 
inherently-risky investments in innovations  
was a major constraint for 47% of institutions.

“The	HE	sector	is	well-funded	
and	demand	is	strong.	
Compared	to	other	sectors,	
the	conditions	to	drive	
innovation	are	just	not	there.”

There was some ambiguity in respondents’ 
views on the importance of government 
policies as drivers of innovation. A majority, 
50% to 65%, acknowledged that policy shifts 
in student funding, number controls, new 
entrants and alternative pathways have all 
created pressures for innovation, but few felt 
the related government policies had actively 
encouraged or supported innovation. The 
exception was governmental funding support 
for enterprise and innovation, such as through 
the HEFCE Catalyst and Higher Education 
Innovation Fund schemes, which were 
positively rated by 56% of respondents.

However, the most-commonly cited reason for 
low levels of innovation across the UK system 
was that many leadership teams see little short-
term imperative for self-imposed disruptions 
and reforms. Respondents commented that, 
for many institutions, higher education remains 
relatively well-funded, student demand 
remains strong and the traditional measures 
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“Never	underestimate	the	extent	
to which	universities	are conservative	
places.	Driving	innovation	is	hard	
work and	often	requires	leaders	to	
go out	on	a	limb.”	

of excellence remain respected and valued by 
parents, teachers and employers. Contrary to 
the opinions of many commentators, HE leaders 
do not regard the existing models of provision 
as broken or unsustainable. With an eye also 
on the uncertain effects of abolishing student 
number controls, universities appear reluctant 
– for the moment at least - to abandon the 
‘known knowns’ of current operations for the 
‘unknown unknowns’ of radical innovations.

This is, of course, a holding position that 
contradicts vice-chancellors’ acknowledgement 
that substantial reforms across all areas of  
HE provision are inevitable and essential 
for the survival of the system. Nonetheless, 
given the spate of recent cases where vice-
chancellors have paid a heavy price for 
pushing changes further and faster than their 
institutions and governing bodies were willing 
to follow, it is perhaps understandable.

FIGURE 3: THE FACTORS CONSTRAINING 
INNOVATION IN INSTITUTIONS

11THE INNOVATION RACE



On-campus taught 
programmes

O�shore taught 
programmes

Online and distance 
UGT/PGT 

Short courses,
 CPD, etc

Publicly-funded 
research

Privately-funded 
research

Other education 
services

Acquisitions or
 mergers

% of responses

10 20 30 40 50 60 70

>50%

25-50%

10-25%

0-10%

0

CHANGE IS COMING, BUT NOT YET…

Vice-chancellors expressed real concerns about the medium-term outlook for demand 
and revenue levels across the sector (see Figure 4). Uncertainties about future demand 
from students in all categories and also for research funding (both public and private) 
were cited as major constraints to forward planning by at least 25% of institutions. The 
majority of respondents predict very limited if any growth over the next five to 10 years 
in most current areas of teaching or research; 76% predict minimal growth (if any) from 
campus-based degree programmes, while 56% were sceptical of securing worthwhile 
growth in offshore markets. Although 40%-45% foresaw good growth prospects in 
online learning and employer-linked short courses (more than 25% growth over the next 
decade), over 50% disagreed with them. 

(% growth from current revenues)

FIGURE 4: THE EXPECTATIONS OF REVENUE 
GROWTH OVER THE NEXT 5-10 YEARS
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Remarkably, this pessimistic outlook was not 
reflected in vice-chancellors’ views on the 
prospects for the structure of the HE sector. 
In marked contrast to past years, very few 
predicted significant levels of institutional failure 
and forced restructuring. The great majority 
(over 70%) expected fewer than five providers 
to fail over the next five to 10 years, and fewer 
than ten to be involved in mergers or takeovers 
(see Figure 5).  

6.	 See	Return	of	the	Zombies,	HE	at	Research	Professional,	April	2015:	https://www.researchprofessional.com/0/rr/he/views/2015/3/Return-of-the-zombies.

html#sthash.zkT0w4fm.dpuf.

Vice-chancellors seemed relatively untroubled 
by the much-vaunted threat from new private-
sector providers, expecting them to take no 
more than 25% of the total student market by 
2025. Two-thirds expected multi-institutional 
partnerships and alliances to grow in 
importance, albeit still involving less than half 
of providers.

It was notable, given the emphasis in most 
universities on growing their research profile, 
that most vice-chancellors predicted further 

FIGURE 5: DECLINING GLOOM?

concentration of research funding and 
capacity. Between 70% and 80% of respondents 
had minimal expectations of growth in 
research income over the decade, while more 
than 90% agreed fewer than 25% of institutions 
will earn more than 20% of their revenues 
from research in five to 10 years’ time. This 
would imply that, in financial terms at least, 
research will be a marginal activity for around 
three-quarters of universities, contrary to the 
declared ambitions of almost all institutions to 
grow their research base.

This contrasts with a clear majority of sector 
leaders predicting ‘significant numbers’ of 
institutional failures and forced mergers in each 
of our previous surveys, and also with increased 
speculation about the number of ‘zombie 
universities’ experiencing falling enrolments and 
financial deficits over recent years.6

13THE INNOVATION RACE



Against their predictions of very difficult 
market conditions, the apparent optimism 
of vice-chancellors about the resilience of 
current patterns of provision seems surprising. 
Some did comment that experiences are 
likely to differ widely across the spectrum of 
institutions, with those at the ‘top’ moving 
into a global elite while some of those at the 
‘bottom’ struggle for survival. There was also 
some concern expressed about the impacts of 
“unexpected and unpredictable behaviours” 
by some providers in response to changed 
market conditions, which could have knock-on 
disruptive effects across the sector.

Looking further ahead towards the 2030s, 
when children born today will be considering 
their post-school options, most vice-
chancellors seem to envisage the HE system 
looking essentially similar to today (see 
Figure 6). Nearly 70% expect levels and 
patterns of student participation to remain 
largely focused around full-time, three-year 
campus-based study. Any substantial shift 
towards alternative models of work-based 
study and online learning through alternative 
providers was thought unlikely by almost half 
of respondents. Even before the recent general 
election result, over 40% of vice-chancellors 
predicted that HE provision in 10-15 years’ 
time will remain funded mainly by capped 
tuition fees backed by public loans. 

…AND NOT MUCH

“Much	will	stay	
the	same	for	
most	providers,	
albeit	with	
significant	
changes	seen	
at	the	‘top’	and	
the	‘bottom’	of	
the spectrum.”
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FIGURE 6: PREDICTIONS FOR THE HE 
SYSTEM IN 2030

As in past years, and also in line with their 
US counterparts, vice-chancellors remain 
sceptical of predictions that online provision 
will displace face-to-face study modes, or 
that knowledge acquisition will largely move 
to online open resources. Some 60%-65% 
thought this outlook to be unlikely, whereas 
over 90% believed it very likely that online and 
technology-enhanced learning will augment 
and enhance face-to-face pedagogies. 

Patterns of international student mobility 
are expected to change over coming years, 
with significantly fewer students coming 
from China and Asia and many more coming 
from Africa and South America. About a 
quarter of respondents predicted that the 
UK will lose transnational education business 
to competition from overseas providers, 
especially from China and Asia. Many vice-
chancellors again (as in previous surveys) 
lamented the impact of continued visa 
restrictions on the UK’s competitiveness  
in the international student market.
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The challenge for UK universities is not 
a failure to recognise the needs and 
opportunities for innovation, nor is it a lack of 
evidence for successful innovations elsewhere.  
Rather it stems from the profound difficulty 
of innovating in inherently conservative 
organisations that are still doing reasonably 
well from their old ways of working. Most 
universities can point to examples of 
innovative initiatives in their curriculum, 
pedagogies and student experiences, but 
these are almost all localised within the 
organisation and tentative in their scale and 
commitment. Meanwhile the core ‘business-
as-usual’ of most institutions remains much  
as it has been for many years, with 
diminishing relevance and value to changing 
student needs and expectations.

In this regard, mainstream universities 
exemplify Christensen’s innovators’ dilemma,7 

where established players become vulnerable 
to disruptive innovations introduced by  
new entrants free of the ‘baggage’ of 
backward-looking cultures and entrenched 
ways of working.

The seven transformational themes for 
reshaping higher education experiences 
are already being developed and proven 
by innovative providers around the world, 
but with notable exceptions they are not 
being followed by UK universities. Even 
developments like the use of student data 
analytics, which vice-chancellors aver will 
become essential to the competitiveness and 
even the survival of providers, are largely 
absent from most UK universities’ planning.

It is noticeable that many of the commonly 
quoted examples of innovative practices are 
from relatively young, ‘upstart’ institutions like 

WHAT HAS THIS SURVEY TAUGHT US?

Olin College in the USA, Waterloo University  
in Canada or Zeppelin University in Germany, 
or start-ups like Coursera or Minerva University. 
In other cases, like Maastricht University’s 
Chemelot initiative or Coventry University’s 
vocational College, institutions have set 
up new structures to develop and deliver 
innovative ways of working.

These kinds of arm’s-length approaches have 
enabled the sponsoring institutions to develop 
and demonstrate pioneering educational 
services and approaches outside the 
constraints of their ‘mother ship’ operations, 
to contain the risks inherent in any major 
innovation, and to enable wholehearted 
commitment to new ways of working.  
They also provides a tangible focus for the 
associated investment requirements, whether 
from public or private sources.  

However, simply setting up innovation ‘sand 
pits’ of this kind will not be sufficient to 
transform major universities, still less the wider 
HE system. The lessons from innovative pilots 
and ventures must be systematically integrated 
into different and new pathways and 
experiences of advanced learning. To achieve 
this, universities must work to reimagine 
their relationships and offers to students and 
society, and build long term strategies that 
move from ‘doing what we do now, but better’ 
to ‘doing new and better things’.  

This in turn requires a direct and concerted 
challenge to perhaps the most disconcerting 
finding from this survey,  that so many 
university leaders expect tomorrow’s HE 
system to remain essentially similar to today’s.  
The risk is that this prediction becomes self-
realising, which would leave the UK university 
system as a museum of 20th Century HE while 
the rest of the world moves on.

7.	 Christensen,	op	cit.Christensen,	op	cit.Christensen,	op	cit.Christensen,	op	cit.
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