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Executive Summary

The University of Exeter (UoE) is a higher education (HE) provider which serves just over 19,000 students across four campuses in Devon and Cornwall (Times Higher Education, 2018). There are a total of six academic colleges including the UoE Business School, College of Engineering, Mathematics and Physical Sciences, College of Humanities, College of Life and Environmental Sciences, College of Social Sciences and International Studies and Medical School (University of Exeter, 2018a).

Analysis of UoE’s competitive environment and current strategic approach reveals that the University has particular strengths in delivering high quality teaching and research in the field of science and engineering. A major shortage of skilled STEM workers means that there is also a clear demand for STEM courses. As such, the first recommendation to UoE is to differentiate itself more clearly as a specialist academy for science and engineering in order to attract more high performing students to its existing courses.

Further analysis shows that UoE is under threat from alternative providers which are disrupting the market with innovative pedagogical approaches and new online learning platforms. UoE has been slow to develop its portfolio of online degrees and is at risk of being challenged by new market entrants.

The second recommendation therefore involves utilising its existing expertise in science and engineering to develop an innovative suite of science-based degree programmes combining e-learning with opportunities for practical experience with industry and academic partners around the world.

UoE will benefit from reduced operational and administrative costs, as well as the opportunity to expand its international presence and increase overall enrolment figures. The new product offering will also help UoE to reinforce its distinctive new identity as a specialist academy for science and engineering.

The implications of the proposed changes are discussed and the paper concludes with the recommendation that UoE should adopt a participative approach which gives all key stakeholders the opportunity to discuss the proposals and contribute their own ideas. It is anticipated that this will reduce the level of resistance previously seen at UoE when significant changes were introduced. 



Introduction

The University of Exeter (UoE) is a higher education (HE) provider which serves just over 19,000 students across four campuses in Devon and Cornwall (Times Higher Education, 2018). There are a total of six academic colleges including the UoE Business School, College of Engineering, Mathematics and Physical Sciences, College of Humanities, College of Life and Environmental Sciences, College of Social Sciences and International Studies and Medical School (University of Exeter, 2018a).

This paper will analyse UoE’s competitive environment, evaluate its current culture and strategic approach, explore opportunities for development and growth and recommend a new strategic course for the next ten years. The implications of the proposed changes will also be discussed and will be accompanied by recommendations for implementing a successful change management programme. 




Assessment of the internal and external environment using SWOT analysis

According to Johnson et al. (2012) organisations must give thought to three ‘horizons’ when considering strategic change. The first horizon include the organisation’s current activities which are likely to become superseded in the short-term. The second includes emerging activities that are likely to grow in the short-to-medium-term and the third horizon includes longer-term activities which are in the early stages of development but could be rewarding in the future. As the first and second horizons are surpassed, organisations need to have options in the pipeline so they can ensure their ongoing sustainability. In preparation for strategic change, UoE must therefore consider its strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats so that it can identify the most appropriate strategies for arriving successfully at the third horizon.

Strengths

UoE is currently placed 16th in the Times Higher Education UK rankings (Times Higher Education, 2017) and 130th in the most recent world rankings (Times Higher Education, 2018). League table rankings play an important role in influencing students’ choice of university (Bhardwa, 2017), therefore, favourable league table positions may attract more students to enrol at UoE.

Another important factor which affects students’ decision-making is graduate prospects (Burge et al., 2014). UoE is ranked 10th in the UK for employability (Edsor, 2017) which is likely to appeal to any student that wants to progress into a well-paid job following graduation.

UoE has a global reputation for the quality of its research, particularly in the field of environmental science (Worldwide Universities Network, 2018). Over the last five years, UoE has invested £275m in its facilities, including the Living Systems Institute in Exeter (Youlden, 2015), the Environment and Sustainability Institute and the Science and Engineering Research Support Facility in Cornwall (Business Cornwall, 2016).

UoE has successfully partnered with South Devon College to sponsor the South Devon University Technical College, which provides specialist science and engineering education for 14-19 year olds (South Devon University Technical College, 2018). Alongside traditional subjects, University Technical Colleges deliver industry-focused training with embedded work experience opportunities (Allan, 2016). Students from South Devon University Technical College achieved impressive results in this year’s GCSE and A Level examinations (We Are South Devon, 2018).

Weaknesses

The HE sector has been widely criticised for rising tuition fees which leave graduates with large amounts of debt (Kentish, 2017). On top of this, many students are dissatisfied with their experiences at university and do not feel that they are receiving value for money (Coughlan, 2017). International students who might have considered studying in the UK may now be tempted to study in countries where fees are lower (Universities UK, 2014). This could pose a significant threat for UoE, where international students account for 30% of the total student population (Custer, 2012).

There is currently very little differentiation in the HE sector. Instead, universities compete by trying to achieve the highest league table rankings, which is something that only very few institutions can realistically achieve (Anyangwe, 2012). Without a clear and differentiated offer, there are concerns that universities may struggle to attract students as competition continues to increase (Dvorak & Sinnott, 2015).

UoE has been slow to respond to the growth in e-learning. It currently offers just two online postgraduate programmes: MA education and MSc Marketing (University of Exeter, 2018c). UoE needs to be mindful that its traditional campus-based courses may become superseded by competitors offering superior blended and online learning programmes which provide students with a more flexible and personalised student experience (Christensen & Eyring, 2011).

Opportunities

For the last few years, there has been a reducing pool of 18 year olds within the UK population which is thought to have contributed to the declining number of university enrolments (UCAS, 2017). However, the current downward demographic trend is predicted to start rising again from 2020 (Richardson, 2018) and it is estimated that an additional 300,000 university places will be required by 2030 in order to meet this demand (Richardson, 2018).

Degrees from UK universities are highly-regarded around the globe but there is also growing demand for higher education in general, particularly in emerging economies, such as China and India (Garnier, 2017). Given UoE’s track record for attracting international students, the potential growth in the overseas market could help to boost overall recruitment.

Skills in science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) are crucial for the future of the UK economy (Banerjee, 2017) and there is also good earning potential for graduates who study these subjects (Williams-Grut, 2016). However, there is currently a shortage of people with the necessary STEM skills to help deliver the UK’s Industrial Strategy (Feest, 2018). This presents a potential opportunity for UoE because there is a demand for courses that it already offers. This demand should help to attract students who are looking for well-paid, sustainable careers (Burge et al., 2014).

Threats

The arrival of e-learning has enabled students to study degrees at universities located all over the world at a significantly reduced cost and without ever needing to leave their home (Tobin, 2009). Online learning platforms are much more cost-effective to set-up than traditional modes of teaching which require significant investment in infrastructure (Christensen & Eyring, 2011). At a time when there is widespread dissatisfaction about rising tuition fees (Pells, 2017), e-learning providers may attract learners who are looking for less expensive ways of earning a degree (Lenox, 2013). Universities which fail to accept this are likely to get left behind and become irrelevant very quickly (Aleong, 2018).

High tuition fees and reduced barriers to entry means that the HE sector is more competitive than ever with an increasing number of alternative providers entering the market (University Alliance, 2014). Many of the alternative providers are devising more innovative and flexible ways of delivering learning with increased focus on links with industry and challenge-based learning which is more likely to prepare students for the workplaces of tomorrow (Kirkbride, 2011). 

The UK is currently one of the top three destinations for international students, but declining enrolments over the last few years indicate that its popularity is waning. The UK’s immigration policy prevents international students from staying in the country post-graduation without applying for a new visa and Brexit is also likely to influence EU students’ decisions to study in the UK. It is currently unclear what support will be available for these students following the UK’s departure from the EU (Graham, 2018).




Evaluation of the current strategic approach using the Cultural Web

In order to make decisions about how UoE might move forward over the next ten years, it is necessary to explore the University’s current culture and strategic approach. The Cultural Web provides a framework for undertaking this task and focuses on seven key areas: symbols, stories, routines and rituals, power structures, organisational structure and control systems. These elements, in turn, help to define the paradigm, which reflects the organisation’s underlying values (Johnson et al., 2008). 

Symbols

UoE belongs to the Russell Group of universities, which is a coalition of large research-intensive universities which have developed a reputation for providing the highest quality teaching experience (Jenkins & Wolf, 2016). UoE’s membership of the Russell Group enables it to benefit from the positive association and status that this brings. However, some have argued that there is little difference between the Russell Group members and non-members in terms of research activity, teaching quality, economic resources, academic selectivity and socio-economic exclusivity (Havergal, 2015). Additionally, only eight out of twenty-one Russell Group universities who submitted applications for the Teaching Excellence Framework achieved the ‘gold’ standard. This result was damaging for the Russell Group members and has somewhat undermined the value of the brand (Warrell, 2017). 
[bookmark: _GoBack]
Similarly, whilst good league table performance can help to support UoE’s reputation, rankings change on an annual basis. They can move down as well as up and a drop may have an impact on the University’s marketing efforts (Hazelkorn, 2008). UoE therefore needs to find more sustainable sources of unique value that will enable the institution to differentiate itself in the crowded HE market.

Stories

A number of reports have appeared in the media relating to people management issues at UoE. The complaints have focused on the highly centralised, top-down management approach. Staff describe an organisational culture where there are no opportunities for consultation when it comes to decision-making. This has led to staff feeling stressed and frustrated with the institution (Gibney, 2013).

Rituals and routines

UoE is very traditional and formal in its management style and the way that it conducts business. Decision-making is centralised and there are many formal structures and processes. Communications from senior managers to staff are top-down, frequent and lengthy.

The senior management team tends to focus on relatively narrow, internal priorities rather than the wider political, economic and social factors influencing the institution. There is a sense that the organisation is not looking far enough forward and that it is failing to identify potentially disruptive changes in the environment.

UoE has not made many significant changes to its portfolio in the last few years. The subjects offered by the institution are very traditional (University of Exeter, 2018b) and do not really reflect the changing nature of the employment market.

It is very common in HE for managers to want to keep doing things the way they have been done in previous academic cycles (Aleong, 2018). However, if UoE is to compete effectively against alternative providers, it will need to look beyond its own boundaries and adapt its offering to meet the changing demands of students (Purcell et al., 2011).

Power structures

The increasing marketisation of HE has shifted the power balance within universities from the Academic Board towards the Vice-Chancellor and the executive team. Many academics are concerned that the continuing drive to recruit students places too much emphasis on short-term goals which leads to short-sighted decision-making and risks academic integrity. As such, there is often a considerable distance between the views of academic staff and senior managers (Shattock, 2017).

It is important for universities to consider the needs and influence of different stakeholders as gaining support from these individuals is often a critical success factor in being able to progress key strategic projects and objectives. The ‘power versus interest’ grid (Bryson, 2003) can be used to establish the most effective way to manage different stakeholder groups.

Students have both interest and power (they have interest in receiving a good education and have power through their ability to make a financial investment in their education). Employers have interest (they want to benefit from graduate talent) but their level of power may fluctuate over time dependent upon the current business environment, employment rates and the availability of the necessary skills. Governments have an interest in universities and their ability to support economic development and social mobility and also have the power to change legislation which may have a direct impact on university operations. Local residents may feel that their lives are impacted by the physical presence of the university but may find it difficult to raise their concerns. Similarly, staff employed by universities will have an interest in the way that the organisation operates but may feel powerless in their ability to influence decision-making at the top of the organisation. In order to effectively progress strategic priorities, universities need to ensure that those people who have a high level of interest but a low level of power are able to make their voices heard. Without buy-in from all relevant stakeholders, strategic initiatives are unlikely to succeed in the long-term (Bryson, 2003).

Organisational structure

UoE is governed by the University Council. The Vice-Chancellor and their executive team is accountable to the Council as is the Senate, where decisions relating to academic issues are made (Morrill, 2010).

The typical HE structure is very hierarchical, meaning that decisions tend to flow from the top down (Shattock, 2017) and UoE is no exception to this (Gibney, 2013). As a result, academic staff often feel disengaged with the management of the institution which can undermine trust and co-operation (Leach & Tucker, 2016).

Control systems.

Whilst universities are largely autonomous and able to make their own decisions, there are a number of national sector bodies which report to Government on university performance across a range of measures. These bodies hold universities to account for the way that they spend public money and also ensure that rigorous academic standards are maintained (Fielden, 2008).

However, some academic staff feel that the amount of data that they must submit to these agencies is excessive and represents an infringement on their academic freedom (Delanty, 2002). In addition, some academic staff dislike the way that broad policies are applied to all universities irrespective of institutional circumstances or culture (Hénard & Mitterle, 2010).

Paradigm

Although some of the language used within UoE’s current strategy lacks distinctiveness and could be associated with any HE institution, there are two very clear areas of focus which stand out. The first, is that UoE is dedicated to high quality, impactful research and has a primary goal to be ranked within the top 100 universities in the world for its research activity. Second, UoE has ambitions to grow in international significance (University of Exeter, 2016). These two points emphasise UoE’s underlying vision and should be carefully considered when reviewing options for the new strategy.




Review of frameworks for developing the competitive strategy

Differentiation and cost based strategies

Porter (1980) identified four generic strategies - based on differentiation and cost - that can be employed in order to gain competitive advantage. A differentiation leadership strategy is about offering customers products that are different from competitors across a broad range. However, when organisations provide a differentiated but narrow offering which is tailored to meet the needs of a specific target group, this is known as differentiation focus. Alternatively, an organisation may choose a strategy based on cost. Cost leadership strategies are often adopted by larger organisations which are able to benefit from economies of scale so that they can reduce their costs across a range of goods and generate more profit than their competitors. A cost focus strategy, on the other hand, focuses on reducing the production and distribution costs of a specific product.

According to Kettenen (2003), Porter’s generic strategies are as relevant for HE as they are in commercial contexts. A cost leadership strategy involves making the most efficient use of the University’s physical campuses, administrative and operational functions (Kettunen, 2003). Lower costs can also be achieved by re-thinking the way that courses are designed. Alternative providers, which are often asset-light, have been taking market share from traditional universities and undercutting them on cost because they don’t have large, expensive estates to run. By supplementing existing campus-based degrees with online provision, universities will be able to grow their students numbers without minimal investment in infrastructure and will be able to leverage the strength of their existing degree programmes to compete with the alternative providers (Katz, 1999). 

Purcell et al. (2011) argue that league tables incentivise the pursuit of common objectives which leads universities to become more and more similar to each other. However, the ‘Distinct Framework’, developed by Myers et al. (2012) encourages universities to create more distinctive identities for themselves by highlighting the unique strengths of the organisation and developing clear communications for promoting these strengths to key stakeholders.

Whilst government legislation currently limits the fees that can be charged for an undergraduate degree, universities are free to set their own fees for postgraduate and international students. Through differentiation, universities may be able to justify charging higher fees for their postgraduate provision because students are willing to pay more for a learning experience which gives them value that they cannot find elsewhere (The Economist, 2011).

Responding to disruption

Traditional universities are being threatened by disruption from alternative providers and new learning technologies. By assessing the organisation according to four dimensions of durability, vulnerability, volatility and viability, it is possible to establish the most appropriate response to this disruption (Abbosh et al., 2018).

The durability dimension includes well-established industries that have control over key aspects of their production and distribution. Durable organisations have a good chance of defending against the competition as long as they continue to adapt to customer demand.

Within the vulnerability dimension, organisations are large and complex which creates high barriers for new market entrants. However, the complexity of these organisations means that there may be inefficiencies within their operations which may be exploited by more competitors which can deliver a more efficient service.

In the volatility dimension, organisations are exposed to high levels of disruption due to the removal of barriers which previously prevented new market entrants. Tangible assets are a hindrance rather than an advantage and prevent the organisation from responding with the level of agility required.

The final dimension is viability, which is characterised by industries which operate in environments which are disrupted constantly. In these circumstances, the only way to survive is to innovate.

UoE falls somewhere between the durability and vulnerability dimensions. It has the benefit of a long history of academic excellence and achievement, its Russell Group status and rankings as well as its campuses and facilities which enables the University to offer a trusted, high quality education which is difficult for new entrants to replicate. At the same time, the organisation is quite bureaucratic and slow to move.

In order to respond to the threat posed by alternative providers, UoE must utilise its existing strengths (heritage, reputation and estates) which are difficult for new market entrants to replicate. However, UoE cannot become complacent and must develop new offerings to respond to the needs of students. At the same time, the university must optimise its operations so that alternative providers have no room to challenge.

Strategies for growth

Ansoff’s Growth Matrix is a tool for identifying the most appropriate growth strategies for a particular organisation (Ansoff, 1957). Market penetration is the approach which involves the least risk and will involve attracting more students to its existing courses.Given UoE’s level of durability it should be in a strong position to defend against the competition. Its reputation for teaching and research excellence means that students should continue to be drawn to its high quality offering.

However, UoE is also potentially vulnerable to attack from alternative providers which are more agile and responsive to the needs of customers. As such, UoE will also need to focus its efforts on developing new products which meet both the current and future needs of students. It is common for organisations to adopt more than one type of growth strategy, particularly where there is a threat of competition (Ansoff, 1957).

The notion of growth in HE is a controversial issue. Unlike commercial entities, universities are expected to operate in the interests of the ‘public good’ and many people believe that the increasing marketisation of the sector poses a threat to the values of traditional universities (Levidow, 2002).

UoE experienced a period of high growth between 2003-2013, which led to a 43% increase in students numbers. The University currently has just over 19,000 students enrolled but has indicated that it does not intend to grow beyond 22,000. The main reason for this is that the University is concerned that the student experience could be damaged if this number is exceeded (Havergal, 2014). 

The solution to this issue is to develop more online learning programmes. Research has shown that e-learning students tend to have a more personalised experience which leads to greater overall satisfaction (Christensen & Eyring, 2011). Introducing more online degrees will enable UoE to grow significantly without risking the experience of their existing campus-based students. At the same time, this approach will also enable the University to reach students all over the work and meet one of its core objectives of increasing its international presence.




Recommendations for future strategic direction

One of UoE’s key strengths identified during the SWOT analysis is its success in delivering high quality teaching and research in science and engineering. The University is considered a world leader in this field and has invested heavily in facilities which support this specialist area.

At the same time, there is a shortage of workers with the necessary scientific and engineering skills that will be needed in the future workplace. This means that there is demand for courses that will equip people with the skills needed to fill these vacancies. As UoE already has the resources to meet these needs, it is ideally positioned to take advantage of this situation.

UoE should therefore promote itself as a specialist academy for science and engineering courses. This differentiation focus strategy will help the organisation to stand out from the rest of the market and cement its reputation for excellence in this field. Top performing students will be attracted to the reputation and facilities of the institution enabling the University to deliver more of its science and engineering-based courses to more students.

UoE currently offers just two online degree programmes and neither of these involve science or engineering. In fact, it appears that there are very few institutions offering online degrees in science-related subjects (other than computer science) (Coughlan, 2018). The difficulty with offering science degrees via e-learning is that it can be difficult to replicate the experience of a real laboratory (Dillon, 2016). However, UoE could potentially overcome this barrier by partnering with laboratories, employers and other universities around the world who would provide the physical equipment to enable students to experience the practical elements of the course. By offering a range of unique blended learning programmes in science-based subjects, UoE would be able to put itself ahead of the online competition and would also be able to reinforce its identity as a specialist science and engineering academy.




Implications for management

One of the challenges of implementing a new corporate strategy in a university is that they are extremely complex organisations. UoE employs over 4,000 members of staff (The Russell Group, 2018) and comprises six faculties with differing priorities.
Whilst the recommendations don’t explicitly imply that there will be any cuts to existing departments, the increased focus on the science and engineering subjects may eventually lead to course closures in departments where demand is declining. 

The recommendations suggest that the UoE identity should be adjusted to focus on its science and engineering-based teaching and research. This is likely to cause controversy amongst other departments who may be concerned about the future of their courses and their own job security.

The change kaleidoscope, developed by Hope Hailey & Balogun (2002), enables organisations to explore the implications of their proposals and identify potential obstacles which may hinder the implementation process (Dawson & Andriopoulos, 2014). The change kaleidoscope assesses eight different areas; time, scope, diversity, readiness, capability, capacity, power and preservation. Once these eight contextual factors have been considered, the organisation can use the information gathered to adapt its approach to the specific circumstances surrounding the change.

One of the most important elements of the change kaleidoscope is the organisation’s ‘readiness’ for change. In universities, academic staff are usually particularly keen to have input into decision-making. Reports have suggested that staff have not always been given this opportunity (Gibney, 2013) and there was considerable resistance when UoE previously closed its chemistry department (BBC News, 2004; Hodges, 2006). Employees can become stressed during periods of uncertainty. Stress and resistance to change a strongly linked and it therefore makes sense for organisations to do all that they can to reduce employee stress as much as possible which, in turn, should reduce resistance to change (Tavakoli, 2010).

A more effective approach is to invite key stakeholders – including employees, students, academic and industry partners, as well as local politicians and representatives from the local community - to contribute their ideas and participate in conversations about the proposed change. People are much more likely to be supportive of change initiatives when they have helped to shape them (Brown, 2014).




Conclusion

The SWOT analysis identified that UoE has particular strengths in delivering high quality teaching and research in the field of science and engineering. The University has also invested significant resources into developing its science and engineering facilities so that they are world class.

There is a clear demand for HE courses in this field as the UK has a major shortage of skilled STEM workers and will be unable to deliver the UK’s Industrial Strategy without them. The first recommendation to UoE is therefore to differentiate itself more clearly as a specialist academy for science and engineering in order to attract more high performing students to its existing courses.

At the same time, UoE is under threat from alternative providers which are disrupting the market with innovative pedagogical approaches and new online learning platforms. UoE has been slow to develop its portfolio of online degrees and is at risk of being challenged by new market entrants.

Therefore, the second recommendation is for UoE to leverage its existing expertise in science and engineering to develop a range of innovative blended learning programmes in science-based subjects. UoE will be one of the few universities offering online science-based degrees which will be supported by a network of industry and academic partners who will provide the physical equipment to enable students to participate in the practical aspects of the course. The University will benefit from reduced operational and administrative costs, as well as the opportunity to expand its international presence and increase its enrolment figures. The new product offering will also help UoE to reinforce its distinctive new identity as a specialist academy for science and engineering.
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