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Where is 
Bristol 

University?



• 24,000 Students, from 150 Countries

• 51st in the World (QS Rankings 2018)

• Top 5 in UK for Research (THE analysis 

of REF 2014)

• Top 10 in UK (QS Rankings 2018)

• Top 4 in UK with leading employers 

(High Fliers Survey)

• 13 Nobel Prize Winners

• 11 Research Institutes

Bristol University



About my talk

• I am not an academic

• I am a practitioner

• Personal perspective on an ‘exam question’:

“What are some of the key elements 
that make strategic planning effective 

in a higher education institution?”



What is Strategy?

Where do we want 
to be? (Choices)

External 
Positioning

Where we are 
now? (Position)

Internal 
Capability

How will we get 
there? (Action)

Johnson, Scholes & Whittington, 2005

Exploring Corporate Strategy



Agenda

• What’s the point of strategic planning in HE?

• What are we planning at Bristol?

• What are the challenges?

• How did I get into Strategic Planning?

1

2 3

(more 
challenging)

(very tough)

The Strategic Planning Process

(fairly straightforward)



Some Key Elements which contribute to an Effective 

Strategic Planning process in universities

Effective 
Strategic 
Planning
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Context
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People

4 
Engagement
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Partnerships



1

Context



• This is all about finding out where we are

• Not where we think we are

• Not where we believe you are

• But what the data tells us

• What the facts indicate

• Where the evidence suggests we are

Context



• Formal horizon-scanning (PESTLE)

Context



POLITICAL

e.g. changes of Government; new 

Government policies; national 

initiatives; strategic agencies.

ECONOMIC

e.g. Government decisions on student & 

research funding; new sources of 

research funding; changes in disposable 

income of students; internal resource 

allocation decisions/mechanisms. 

SOCIOCULTURAL

e.g. changes in demographics; lifestyle; 

social networking; mobility.

TECHNOLOGICAL

e.g. new technologies; e-learning;  

student expectations.

LEGAL

e.g. employment law; health and safety.

ENVIRONMENTAL

e.g. environmental protection; carbon 

reduction initiatives; global warming.

PESTLE Analysis



• Formal horizon-scanning (PESTLE)

• Determine external Drivers for Change

– Prioritise between multiple environmental factors

Context



Political/Policy 
changes

(incl. globalisation, 
regulation, Brexit) 

Competition in 
Research

Financial 
Sustainability

Competition 
for Good 
Quality 

Students

University X

Change Drivers… … UK Context



Any successful strategy will need to address 
the critical external factors which will shape 
the sector if they want sustainable success.

The drivers themselves will vary in other 
countries, but the need to identify and 

address them is universal

Context



• Conduct Formal horizon-scanning (PESTLE)

• Determine external Drivers for Change

– Prioritise between multiple environmental factors

• Insist on senior leaders being well-connected 

Context



• Senior leaders who are well-connected.

“It is very useful for an academic department to 

have several senior staff in high level University 

positions and some who are well-connected 

nationally & internationally.

These bring a level of information and business 

intelligence which you would otherwise lack.”

Professor Anthony Long, Geography, Durham University

Context



• Conduct formal horizon-scanning (PESTLE)

• Determine external Drivers for Change

– Prioritise between multiple environmental factors

– Consider agility to change course

• Insist on senior leaders being well-connected 

• Acknowledge internal strengths & weaknesses

Context





Strengths & Weaknesses at UK University

Strengths Weaknesses

World Rankings Domestic Rankings

Research Student satisfaction (NSS)

Citations Graduate Prospects

Retention Widening Participation

Facilities Student : Staff Ratios

Entry Standards Lack of Space

High-quality staff Staff workload, change fatigue
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Heat map of schools ranked by recovery of Full Economic Cost of 

activities and showing decile ranking by key metrics.

SWOT

School A
School B
School C 
School D
School E

Etc

These represent internal weakness where we must be willing to ACT!

But we must also not forget to build, and invest!



• Select use of formal horizon-scanning (PESTLE)

• Determine external Drivers for Change

– Prioritise between multiple environmental factors

– Consider agility to change course

• Insist on senior leaders being well-connected 

• Acknowledge internal strengths & weaknesses

• Don’t ignore the ‘mood’ of staff

– E.g. workload, change fatigue, dependencies,  etc

Context



• Select use of formal horizon-scanning (PESTLE)

• Determine external Drivers for Change
– Prioritise between multiple environmental factors

– Consider agility to change course

• Insist on senior leaders being well-connected 

• Acknowledge internal strengths & weaknesses

• Don’t ignore the ‘mood’ of staff
– E.g. workload, change fatigue, dependencies,  etc

• Pay careful attention to financial sustainability

Context



The balance of activities will vary from one School to 

another and hence the difference in financial performance

School A
School B
School C 
School D
School E

Etc

But SOME academic schools which need financial cross-subsidy, can 
contribute MOST to global reputation through their research outputs.



But what happens if Schools underperform in all areas … ?

School A
School B
School C 
School D
School E

Etc

Senior managers need to be brave to decide the fate of those which 
underperform both academically and financially  



THE May 2017 - Figures released to Times Higher Education by the 
University and College Union show that 10 UK universities have 

announced job cuts this year. Overall, UK universities have announced 
plans for 572 academic redundancies this year, according to the UCU.

March 2018

November 2017

May 2017

March 2018

University Size & Shape:  Some Universities cut jobs …



29

February 2018

Durham builds 2 new colleges for 

1,000 students

November 2017

February 2018

High-tech campus at Here East marks new chapter for the UCL

Balfour Beatty formally awarded 

£287m Manchester Engineering 

Campus Project

University Size & Shape:  … but are also investing!

Birmingham Opens New Campus in Dubai

February 2018
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Priorities



Priorities

• MUST address external drivers for change
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Priorities

• MUST address external drivers for change

• Enhance internal strengths

• Eliminate or reduce weaknesses

• Focus on immediate impact but ALWAYS with  
long-term  goals in mind.



… between the ‘Two Rs’: building Reputation (through 
Education and Research) and acquiring sufficient 

Resources (through Money, People & Things)

Sustainable Success in HE = Balance …



Making decisions which affect resources  is relatively 
easy, but influencing reputation is  more complex …

TimeYear 0 Year 10

The temptation to focus on short-term 
decisions around resources without a 

clear link to long-term outcomes is 
extremely easy for senior leaders and 

managers.  Strategic leaders must 
consider this link carefully when 

making decisions.



So what should a strategic planner do?

1. Recognise and ‘socialise’ internally the inherent 
tension between the need to acquire resource by 
increasing income or cutting costs and 
maintain/enhance reputation.

2. Ensure planning process allows serious 
consideration of how any of today’s decisions will 
affect the quality of our activities and therefore 
reputation.

3. Highlight regularly the time-lag issue with 
reputational impact.



Priorities

• MUST address external drivers for change

• Enhance internal strengths

• Eliminate or reduce weaknesses

• Focus on immediate impact but ALWAYS with  
long-term  goals in mind

• Willingness to make hard choices:

– Without choice there is no strategy

– Must be willing to stop doing things



Priorities

“When executives gather in the strategy-planning room, 
they’re aiming to identify and prioritize the big, bold choices 
that will shape the future of the company. Many times, 
however, their choices get watered down and waylaid.

Companies that hold no conviction about priorities too 
often spread resources evenly across multiple projects 
rather than targeting a few projects with the potential to 
win big. Those companies seeking to escape slowing growth 
in their core businesses sabotage themselves by chasing 
new markets without critically evaluating if or how they can 
win.”

McKinsey & Co. Insights, December 2018
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People



People

• Appoint Strategic Leaders in both academic 
and professional services departments

– Important to recognise & value the distinct 
contributions of academics and PS

– BOTH are essential – eliminate ‘us & them’.



People

• Strategic Leaders:

– “Have the ability to articulate and instill a long-
term vision while also managing day-to-day 
operations effectively.”

– “Possess the ability to influence others to 
voluntarily make day-to-day decisions that lead to 
the institution’s short-term effectiveness and long-
term success.”

Rowe & Hossein, Ivey Business Journal 2009 



Strategic Leadership
1. Combines visionary and managerial styles

2. Oversees strategic and operating responsibilities

3. Focus on organizational survival, growth & long-term 
viability

4. Focus on immediate impact to achieve long-term  
goals

5. Believe in strategic choice and the impact their 
decisions have on the institution and its environment.

6. Emphasis on ethical behavior and value-based 
decisions.

7. Strong expectations of the behavior from everyone 
including themselves – they determine the culture

Rowe & Hossein, Ivey Business Journal 2009 



People

• Appoint best academics budget/reputation will allow
– Choose very carefully 
– Increasingly expensive – not just individuals, but teams
– Academic leaders willing to take tough, bold decisions
– To attract them, you need:

• Investment in the best research and teaching facilities you can afford
• Recruitment and retention policies which attract the best global talent.

• Best Professional Services: inside & outside sector
– Refresh experience, skills & capabilities with externals
– Different, often valuable experience
– Especially in key appointments like Strategy/Planning, People 

(HR), Money (Finance) and ‘Things’ (IT and Estates).
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– Refresh experience, skills & capabilities with externals
– Different, often valuable experience
– Especially in key appointments like Strategy/Planning, People 

(HR), Money (Finance) and ‘Things’ (IT and Estates).



4

Engagement



Engagement

• Not just about developing right Strategy, but 
the art of implementation
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Engagement

• Not just about developing right Strategy, but 
the art of implementation

• Communication AND sustained engagement –
without that no strategy will succeed

• Formal ‘top-down’ mechanisms:

– Strategic Programmes, Projects or Initiatives

– Monitor Progress



Bristol’s Strategic Plan

Education 

& the 

Student 

Experience

Research, 

Innovation & 

Partnerships

Physical & 

Digital 

Infrastructure
Internationalisation 

& Global Relations

Our Staff (and 

Ways of 

Working)

Sustainability

Academic Faculties/ Schools Professional Services

60+ Programmes, Projects & 

Initiatives in total



Reporting to the Senior Management Team: 
Programmes, Projects & Initiatives

‘Top-Down’ Strategy Delivery Report

Capital

Portfolio Boards

Academic

Ways of Working

University 
Management 

Team



Engagement

• Not just about developing right Strategy, but the 
art of implementation

• Communication AND sustained engagement –
without that no strategy will succeed

• Formal mechanisms:
– Strategic Programmes, Projects or Initiatives

– Monitor Progress

• Annual Integrated Planning Process – formal 
‘bottom-up’
– Cultivate an environment where all are strategically 

aware



Academic 

Faculties/ 

Schools

• 5-Yr 
Plan

Year 1

• 5-Yr 
Plan

Year 2
• 5-Yr 

Plan

Year 3

• 5-Yr 
Plan

Year 4
• 5-Yr 

Plan

Year 5

• 5-Yr 
Plan

Year 1

• 5-Yr 
Plan

Year 2

• 5-Yr 
Plan

Year 3

• 5-Yr 
Plan

Year 4
• 5-Yr 

Plan

Year 5

Professional 

Services

Bristol’s Strategic Plan

Education & 

the Student 

Experience

Research, 

Innovation & 

Partnerships

Physical & 

Digital 

Infrastructure
Internationalisation & 

Global Relations

Our Staff 

(and Ways of 

Working)

Sustainability



1. Academic strategy led (but affordable).

2. Continuous strategic conversation

3. Constructive, supportive tone

4. Realistic targets for students, research income etc.

5. Bottom-up/top-down - ‘genuinely two-way’ & 
iterative.

6. Clear responsibility and accountability

7. Resources allocated to maximise strategic benefit

8. Minimal Paperwork

9. Commitment to transparency and communication

10.Integrated with existing processes
53

Illustrative Key Principles



a. 5-year plans for Schools, Faculties, PS

b. Detailed schedule of meetings

c. Defined inputs, agenda & outputs.

d. Planning Framework .  

e. Co-creation of plans

f. Strategic Performance Indicators

g. Strategy thumbnails

h. Planning Conferences 

i. Decisions evidenced by good data

j. Planning Intranet site

Illustrative Key Features



One of our schools working on their Strategy Thumbnail







• Horizon 
scanning

• Environmental 
Analysis

• Institutional 
Performance

• Discussion of 
Size, Shape, 
Nature

• Planning 
Framework

• Key Themes

• Draft 5-year 
strategies

• Contribution to 
planning 
framework

• Themes from 
vision-setting

• Unit 
performance

• Next year’s 
student intake

• Release of new 
staff posts

• 5-year 
strategies

• 5-year targets 
for students, 
research, other 
income

• Draft 
infrastructure 
implications

• Risk
• Draft 

workforce plan

• Plans 
compared to 
planning 
framework

• Iterations of 
budgets

• Report to 
governing body

• Messages to 
inform vision-
setting

Typical Integrated Planning Process: Schedule of Meetings

Vision-Setting
Performance 

Review
5-Year Plans

Budget/Financial 
Forecasts

Appraisal & 
Approval

September October-

December
January-

February
April-

May

June-

July

SERIES OF MEETINGS WITH EACH ACADEMIC UNIT &

ONE FOR PROFESSIONAL SERVICES
PLANNING 

CONFERENCE
SERIES OF 

MEETINGS OF 

UPARC, BoTs

• Any strategy 
changes

• Full 5-year 
business plans 
including 
detailed costs

• Scrutiny of cost 
base

• Detailed 
infrastructure 
plans

• Strategic 
projects

1 2 3



Engagement

• Not just about developing right Strategy, but the art of 
implementation

• Communication AND sustained engagement – without 
that no strategy will succeed

• Formal mechanisms:
– Strategic Programmes, Projects or Initiatives
– Monitor Progress

• Annual Integrated Planning Process – a formal ‘bottom-
up’
– Cultivate an environment where all are strategically aware

• Many other engagement events with Senior Team –
some formal, others very informal with no agenda.



KEY University-Wide Staff Engagement Events
Event ( & 
organiser)

Purpose Frequency Members of 
UMT

Target ‘Audience’

Senate
(Governance)

• Engagement on academic issues, 

strategy and policy

• All, as 

appropriate

• All Senate members

UMT Plenary
(Planning)

• Horizon scanning

• Consider key challenges, risks & 

approaches to managing them.

• Open discussion with key internal 

stakeholders

• Relay discussions at Residential

• Communicate planning framework 

& key priorities

3 per annum

October

January (Half 

Day)

March

• All Members 

of UMT

• Div. Heads, Faculty Managers, Heads 

of Schools, School Managers, 

Strategy Managers, FRDs, FEDs, 

FAROs, Finance & HR Business 

Partners

All-Staff Plenary
(External Relations)

• Opportunity for all staff to hear from 

the VC and senior team

• Highlight sector issues, UoB plans 

&  responses

• Q&A on specific topics

• Use Slido for Q&A

Termly

Livestreamed

• All members 

of UMT where 

practical

• Any staff who want to attend 

(academic & professional services)

All-Staff 

Thematic 

Meetings
(External Relations)

• Specific themes of interest to all 

staff (e.g. Pensions, Mental Health 

& Wellbeing, TQEC etc)

As 

appropriate

• All members 

of UMT where 

practical

• All staff

Faculty Plenary
(Faculty Managers)

• Listen to staff

• Update on anything topical

• Highlight sector issues that will 

impact 

Annually, to fit 

in with 

scheduled 

Assemblies, 

ideally in the 

first term

• VC, DVC, 

COO, 

Registrar

• Faculty staff

• Central Professional Services staff

Professional 

Services Plenary
(COO/Registrar)

• Listen to staff

• Update on anything topical

• Highlight sector issues that will 

impact 

Annually, to fit 

in with 

scheduled 

PSL Meetings

• VC, DVC • Faculty staff

• Central Professional Services staff

Visits to • Opportunity for staff to have an Weekly • Exec plus • All staff



Engagement Events for Specific Staff Groups

Event ( & 
organiser)

Purpose Frequency Members of 
UMT

Target ‘Audience’

VC dinners
(PA VC)

• Small informal dinners with the 
VC and members of the senior 
team with invited colleagues

TBD • VC plus UMT 
members as required

• Professors
• Colleagues who are not Heads of School
• Early career researchers etc.

Coffee 
mornings
(PA PVC Research)

• Staff engagement at 
school/divisional level

• Members of the 
Executive

• Staff in schools/divisions

Staff Engagement Projects

Staff 

Engagement 

Project
(HR - TBC)

• Visibility of senior team

• Responding to invites from 

faculties/divisions

TBC • PVC Research and 

HR Director, plus 

relevant PVC for 

the faculty

Supported by a range of communications to Staff

Item ( & 
organiser)

Purpose Frequency Members of 
UMT

Target ‘Audience’

Staff bulletin
(External Relations)

• Weekly update on activity 
across the institution

Weekly, Thursdays • N/A • All staff

VC & 
Executive Blog
(External Relations)

• Regular update from senior 
leadership team on pertinent 
issues

Weekly –
Fortnightly

• All members of senior 
leadership team in 
rotation

• All staff
• All students
• Parents
• Interested stakeholders



Engagement Events for Specific Student Groups

Event ( & 
organiser)

Purpose Frequency Possible involvement 
opportunities for UMT 
members 

Target ‘student audience’

Thematic 

Student 

Forums (As 

organised by 
division/project 
appropriate to the 
theme in liaison with 
comms & Bristol SU)  

• To gather input into specific 

themes of interest to students 

(e.g. Mental Health & 

Wellbeing, Campus Heart, 

Bristol Futures etc)

As 

appropriate

All members of UMT 

dependent on theme

• All students

Open meetings 

with Sabbatical 

Officers
(PA PVC Education)

• Informal discussion of topical 

matters

• Agendas co-created by 

Sabbatical Officers, SU staff 
and UMT

Monthly VC, PVC Education, PVC Student 
Experience, Deputy Registrar 

• Sabbatical Officers, Bristol SU CEO & Head of 
Student Engagement

Bristol 

Students’ Union 

Network 

meetings
(Bristol SU Student 
Engagement Team)

• 13 Networks - representative 

student bodies led by an 
elected chair

Regular 
meetings take 
place across 
the academic 
year

There may be opportunities for 
UMT members to be invited  by 
students to attend part of 
meetings

• Network membership is self-nominated – they 
are: BME, Disabled,  Education, International, 
LGBT+, Postgraduate, 
RAG/Sustainability/Volunteering ,Societies, 
Sport, Trans, Wellbeing, Widening 
Participation, Women

Supported by a range of communications to Students

Item ( & 
organiser)

Purpose Frequency Members of UMT Target ‘Audience’

Student 
newsletter
(External Relations)

• Update on activity across the 
institution

Monthly, Thursdays • Opportunity for UMT 
members to 
contribute

• All taught students



So how do we know if all this activity 
through ‘top-down’ programmes, projects 

and initiatives and the ‘bottom-up’ 
planning in Schools, Faculties and 

Professional Service Divisions produces 
the right outputs and outcomes?

By a comprehensive set of 
Strategic Performance Indicators

Engagement



We monitor outcomes using 
Strategic Performance Indicators
benchmarked using national data

64
22 January 2019

The above are for national student data, under the 

Education & Student Experience Theme





Strategy
Delivery 
Report

Strategic
Performance 

Indicators 
Dashboard 

Strategic Snapshot

Strategy Implementation Dashboard



Strategy 
themes

Programmes 
& 

Projects

Performance
Indicators
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Partnerships



Partnerships

• No institution can manage alone for long



Partnerships

• No institution can manage alone for long

• Various types of partnerships:

– Individual academic

– Research collaborations – whole teams, depts

– With other universities, industry, secondary 
schools, city councils, other public agencies, 
charities etc.

– Institutional – of varying types and ‘depth’

– Domestic or International



Partnerships

• Jonathan Adams’ work & global reputation

– The 4th Age of Research



UK research 
output has 
trebled over 
the last 30 
years



UK research 
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trebled over 
the last 30 
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But domestic 
research 
output (only 
UK authors) 
has hardly 
grown

Expansion due 
to papers with 
international 
co-authors



UK research 
output has trebled 
over the last 30 
years

But domestic 
research output 
(only UK authors 
has hardly grown)

Expansion due to 
papers with 
international co-
authors

Domestic output now 
accounts for less than 50% of 

the total



Strong Correlation between Field Weighted 
Citation Impact (FWCI) & International 

Collaborations

bristol.ac.uk

Your work is between 36% - 52% more likely 
to be cited if you have collaborated with an 

international partner



bristol.ac.uk

FWCI vs collaboration UK

Source: Elsevier (Schoombee, 2017)



The 4th Age of Research

• Research has shifted from the individual researcher through 
institutional and national organisation to a 4th age of international co-
authorship.

• The highest quality research is in the international network, not the 
home base – HEIs must ‘connect’.

• Most collaboration is bilateral.  Multinational important but relatively 
less common.  

• It’s important for national governments and individual universities to 
continue to promote & nurture international collaboration and 
internationalisation

• Universities have limited capacity for partnerships, so should prioritise 
carefully. Limited strategic partnerships built around strengths.



QS World methodology

bristol.ac.uk

60%
In ARWU 

Research 

accounts for 

70%+

US News 90%+

CWTS Leiden 

100%



If you are interested 

in Strategy & 

Planning in Higher 

Education … 

… you might find 

this book useful!

Published by Routledge






