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Executive Summary

This report describes the theory and process of developing a strategic plan for an academic department which delivers teaching to students in a higher education setting. It identifies and applies theories of strategic management appropriate to this context and explains how they are relevant, with the required references and sources.

The necessary steps in this strategy development process are detailed, including assessment of the operating environment, the gathering of input from stakeholders and creation of a mission statement and organisational vision to define the desired future state.

In so doing, a plan is proposed which itself is presented in a format which progresses logically, has a consistent internal method for identifying each component and is easily referenced and maintained for updated versions in coming years.

The strategic planning process itself and the resulting document make reference to real-life challenges that currently apply in the operating context and takes account of expected future needs. Furthermore, the delivery elements of the plan are defined under the headings of goals and objectives with timelines for implementation.

For the purposes of this report, a document-driven approach is proposed, adopting academic concepts sourced from appropriately referenced books, journals and articles. Particular attention is paid to eliciting the plan’s requirements, planning group formation, analysis and recording of the plan. 
1. Introduction

A strategic plan is a document which makes a clear statement of organisational intent that will guide both decisions and the development of policy as the organisation moves forward. Strategy itself is a concept which is referred to frequently in a professional and managerial context and can be regarded to mean different things according to context and interpretation.

For the purpose of this report, strategy is to be regarded as a consciously intended course of action, and a guideline to deal with a situation (Mintzberg,1987).

Having this eye clearly directed toward the future, and the commensurate establishment of a desired direction of travel distinguishes strategy from acute decision making that typically concerns itself more with the immediate needs of the here and now. Of course, any issues which already exist, such as challenges that have been previously identified must be recorded as part of the landscape which informs any strategic plan’s development.

As such, it is appropriate to direct the initial phase of activity towards assessment of the range of current challenges affecting the academic sector.

These are diverse; uncertainties regarding securing sufficient finance, the transition to a new operating environment in a volatile post-pandemic future and the need to make best use of limited resources together stand out as perhaps the most significant in a complex picture.

As such it is necessary to make effective use of high quality strategic planning to direct change in response to these identified challenges (Kang, 2020). Following the approach directed by this analysis, it is arguable that the higher education sector could be approaching a potential crisis given that these emerging constraints apply in an environment where expectations from stakeholders continue to increase.

The competitive environment in which institutions seek to attract the best students both nationally and internationally also presents significant reductions in public funding and limited opportunities for sponsorship and donations.

These concerns are developing within a landscape which sees growing calls for better value for money, quality of student accommodation, suitably modern facilities and greater demonstration of the translation of academic achievement into improved prospects of employment and later earnings.

The planning process itself also supports the continuous requirement to maintain a current, relevant curriculum that appeals to students and also meets the needs of examining and accrediting bodies. This applies to the delivery of learning and assessment where the continuing drive to improve standards is rightly expressed.

Given that a strategic plan is thus demonstrated to be a necessity, the appropriate method must be adopted in order to ensure that a useful document results by engaging both internal and external stakeholders. The basic purpose of a strategic plan, as expressed by one study (Parker, 2010) is ‘to outline where an organisation wants to go and how it’s going to get there’. 

As such, the planning process must possess the correct properties (Smith, 2011). That is, being suitable for adoption at a departmental level, but with the potential to scale up to the whole organisation, being achievable within the profile of identified resources and being clearly understandable to those that engage with it. 

The resulting product should then be thorough, complete, devoid of ambiguity and maintainable in accordance with future needs.

To produce a strategic plan that satisfies these requirements, the development process must be adequately understood by those charged with delivering it and established with the proper level of resource and support. 

There are many different approaches to strategic planning which are adopted across a range of industries; typically they are based on a consideration of the present situation, defining aspirations for the future and then describing how the organisation is going to move forward (Fogg, 1984).

The process described in this report centres on the creation of a coherent strategic template that consists of distinct headings and appropriate content for each section. A process of stakeholder engagement is proposed for creation, and if necessary, revision of the document through subsequent iterations.

2. Main Findings 

The strategic plan’s purpose is to specify and set out the vision for an academic department delivering higher education, and then describe clear and measurable objectives which support progress towards this.

2.1 The Process

The separate elements of the process of strategic planning described here require clear ownership in order to deliver best results and ensure that relevant issues are considered (Ongaro, 2004). Without this direction and accountability, plans are likely to be short-term, if considered at all, and lock organisations into a perpetual cycle of action and reaction without a clear destination.

The owner of the strategic planning process is not expected to complete the plan alone and unassisted; in fact one of their key tasks is to ensure that the expertise of stakeholders is gathered and appropriately considered in a holistic approach.

This requirement is best served in the context of this report’s focus, an academic department, by the establishment of a strategic planning group. Large organisations may already have permanent areas of their business which take on strategic planning at a corporate level (Löffler, 2016) but these too should ensure that a range of views are sought, and that participation in planning is not confined to a single organisational stratum.

The strategic planning group should be large enough to be representative and as such bring together a variety of different ideas, but not so large that it becomes unmanageable (Gunasekaran, 2004). In the context of an academic department there should be representation from across the interested stakeholders, including members of the department itself, members of related academic departments that deliver joint honours or supplemental learning, support staff, students and their unions or associations who all contribute to providing a balanced perspective (Parker).

It is important at this planning stage to avoid the potential pitfalls of groupthink, where uniform attitudes can create a false consensus and lead to flawed decision making (Janis, 1972). The greatest risks are considered to attach to those groups that are homogenous, insulated from external expertise and overseen by inflexible and directive leadership.

The planning group’s focus is first to assess the current position, going on to then set it alongside a consideration of the future scenario, or a range of potential scenarios that are being planned for. The approach to this aspect of strategic planning has been the subject of significant academic study and has been described in depth, (Ogilvy, 2004) being broken down into a number of steps; firstly the identification of a focal issue, or issues, the organisation faces.

This may take a broad approach, as this report does, looking ahead to the expected operating environment in five years’ time. Alternatively, in a narrow approach there might be a more closely defined examination of products and services, perhaps also adopting a closer time horizon.

For the second step, the properly constituted planning group, with meaningful support secured from those at the executive level, should conduct an analysis of the current picture, examining the driving forces affecting the macro environment. Numerous methods such as SWOT and PESTELOM exist to support this, but it is important to note that strategic planning does not consist solely of consideration of the status quo and there must be change directed. (Cassidy, 2006).

Conduct of the analysis may be supported by specialists from within the organisation itself, and for public-facing or stakeholder consultation the use of surveys or other such tools to inform the discussion is likely to prove useful. This is not only because the findings may be illuminating, or offer a distinct perspective, but also because the activity of asking and listening builds a foundation of engagement which will be relied upon for delivery of the plan in the future. 

Ogilvy then identifies the third step as determining the critical uncertainties that relate to the focal issue and at step four, plotting them using a spectrum that allows for different potential futures to be considered. Resources, for example, may range from scarce to abundant and funding may range from constrained to plentiful.

Step five requires the consideration of potential scenarios that may occur and the implications that will then arise; in circumstances of financial constraint but continuity of resources, one approach might be to focus on quality of service. Where funding is available, but resources are limited, there would be an expectation of recruitment and training to bridge the gap.

At step six, Ogilvy proposes the development of a strategic approach that addresses the most likely scenarios; for a strategy to be considered robust it should serve its purpose well across a number of varied futures rather than relying upon a single set of circumstances arising.

Step seven requires the creation of indicators that will measure the progress of the strategy and may also identify if the expected scenario is not unfolding. It is important to note that a strategic plan must address themes at the appropriate level of the organisational hierarchy. The Parsons/Thomson model sets out three general levels which are common to most organisational structures, these are Executive, Managerial and Technical (Thompson, 1967).

It is important to note that throughout each of these seven steps, appropriate challenge and scrutiny must be brought to bear in order to ensure high quality and reliable decision making by the group. A recent study of deliberations in these settings (Sunstein, 2015) has identified that cascade effects may arise from social pressures and a desire to corroborate the views of influential participants, even if subsequent evidence suggests that a different approach should be taken.

It was also found that when early decisions are made correctly and widely supported, this builds a positive consensus and generates momentum. Of particular value were cross-functional teams in which subject matter experts and managers both participate and where minority views are encouraged to be expressed.	

The involvement of experts is intended though to ensure accuracy and relevance, not to document all the required actions at the operational level. While strategic plans are of course concerned with delivery, they are not required to be exhaustive in their detail and it may be appropriate for technical objectives to be contained in distinct business area sub-plans. (Bernard, 2005)

This separation of the strategic from the technical is of value not only to the plan’s accessibility and organisational focus, but also serves to ensure that its purpose is preserved. This is because different levels of management have their own distinct operating environments and so address objectives and delivery in different ways. This has been demonstrated by the work of Bullen (1981) who discussed how each organisational level supports the same overall mission, but in doing so may have different criteria for success.

As such the strategic plan for our academic department is focused on high level deliverables, providing scope for local plans to sit under these and support the organisational objectives.

2.2 	Documenting Strategic Plans

This report’s strategic plan is developed through a document driven approach. The process which is followed centres on a strategic plan template, which contains clear document headings and guidance on the contents of each section. 

The template provides a frame of reference, identiﬁes required information, and suggests an order of presentation so that the strategic plan can be best expressed and understood. Without a structured approach, there is a risk that planning is treated as an isolated activity which does not make reference to other organisational processes (Schoemaker, 1998).

In this regard, the aim is to create a plan which serves its true purpose of directing the activities of the academic department over the coming years, rather than simply being an end in itself which fails to guide or influence policy or decisions.

The various elements of the defined template assist with improving the completeness and consistency of the plan. Without this, requirements such as objective timelines could quite easily be overlooked. This logical approach also assists with making the plan more understandable and easier to maintain. 

The sections of the strategic plan are:

1. 	Mission Statement
2. 	Vision Statement
3. 	Goals
4. 	Objectives
5.	Appendices

To support future updating and maintenance this template demonstrates a clear interrelationship between these distinct components and allows for the inclusion of additional factors such as national guidance and external best practice. This allows the departmental plan to reflect broader influences and identify how wider objectives for the whole academic institution are supported. 

The plan opens with a mission statement which provides a clear illustration of the department’s scope and purpose. This summarises the most fundamental aspects for the constitution of the department and the most essential reasons for its existence.

The next section outlines a vision statement which speciﬁes what the strategic plan seeks to achieve over its period of validity. This vision statement is not intended to detail how the desired future for the department will be obtained; this is dealt with in the separate, following section, which describes the goals that are required to be met if the vision is to be delivered.

Each of these goals stands alone in a distinct subsection and objectives for their implementation then follow. The plan concludes with any relevant appendices which might provide context and act as a reference. This allows stakeholders to understand the document’s methodology and the influences which impacted on planning.

2.3 	Mission Statement

As the mission statement defines the purpose of the academic department, it is distinct from the vision statement which is focused on the future; the mission is consistent with values and aims that are valid in the present and also apply to the future. 

The initial sessions of the strategic planning group should focus first on informing the development of the department’s mission statement. A mission statement should answer the questions of ‘what business are we in?’ and ‘what are we trying to achieve?’ (Drucker, 1973) and as such these fundamental principles should be apparent to the planning group from an early stage as they are embedded in the business.

The mission statement which is proposed is:

‘To stand out as a leader in discovery, education and student engagement, supporting innovative and sustainable practice’.

This mission statement aims to be sincere and accessible both internally and externally; inspiring and motivating the organisation’s staff to exceptional performance and by influencing their behaviour, ensure resources are directed to produce consistency and focus (Bart, 1997).

2.4	Vision Statement 

The department’s vision statement outlines the improvements that the department would like to achieve in shaping its future. 

The vision statement which is proposed is:

‘We are committed to pursuing excellence in our teaching, learning and research and to fostering a high quality academic and student experience.’

As this vision is focused on improvement it is important to tie this to a timescale so that progress can be monitored and success identified. 

For these reasons the aim is for the vision to be realised during the lifespan of the strategic plan itself. In order to allow time for the delivery of strategic change, a planning horizon of 3 to 5 years is often regarded as appropriate. This inevitably represents a compromise between the increased uncertainty of a more distant future and the need to commit to a course of action in advance (Raynor, 2007).

2.5	Goals 

Within the strategic plan, goals are objective statements that are required to be achieved if the desired future state (as expressed in the vision) is to be delivered. 

The goals that are identified are informed by the current landscape and foreseeable future needs. They are:

1. Recruit high-performing students
2. Improve diversity within the department
3. Enhance the student community
4. Support professional development
5. Develop responsible and sustainable approaches
6. Innovate and embrace technology

There are six goals identified, and of course it is possible to imagine many others that could also have been included. It is important though for the strategic plan to avoid its aims being too diffuse. In an environment where everything is a priority, nothing will stand out. 

Given this plan’s application to a higher education setting, it is important to note that it aims to develop the department’s distinctiveness rather than simply aim to be the best in all, or any particular category, which offers benefits in terms of organisational identity (Kurz & Scannell, 2004).

Goal 1 has been set in order to ensure that the department offers a persuasive appeal to students that have a strong chance of success and will contribute to a culture of excellence and academic achievement. It is positioned as the first goal because it makes a clear statement of intent, and achieving this will create self-sustaining benefits.

Alongside this, Goal 2 aims to position the department as representative of the wider community and makes a commitment to developing talent from all backgrounds. This has a relevance to not only academic institutions but also to wider corporate social responsibility.

Goal 3 is focused within the department, where the development of a strong sense of community will deliver tangible beneﬁts, measurable by the performance and retention of both students and staff. While student performance is continuously assessed through the delivery of their courses, staff performance can be monitored by teaching evaluation, research outcomes and cultural surveys.

Goal 4 reflects the importance of teaching and support staff developing their professional skillsets and maximising their own potential, which will also deliver benefits for students whose learning will be enhanced due to their lecturers’ and tutors’ greater knowledge and improved performance.

Goal 5 again includes elements of corporate social responsibility and engages with students’ own perspectives and the role of the department in supporting the protection of the environment along with health and wellbeing. In this way, Goal 5 also lends support to Goal 1 in which students with a wide choice of institutions may recognise the department’s ethical credentials.

Goal 6 underpins the change in landscape post-Covid with greater emphasis on remote learning and support, as well as positioning the department to be flexible and responsive to change in a future that is expected to continue to undergo rapid technological development.

2.6 	Objectives

To ensure effective future planning, these high-level goals need to be translated into more specific and measurable objectives. One method of determining that an objective is fit for purpose is to ensure it has an abstract definition, it is within the scope of control and it is capable of measurements. 

It is not within the scope of a strategic plan to include speciﬁc decisions, such as changes to the curriculum or staff roles and responsibilities. Instead, it outlines objectives, which may be delivered by numerous policy changes or managerial choices across the whole department.

As such each objective must have its own performance measures that allow progress to be quantified and delivery determined. Alongside this requirement is the need for a timeline, which can be defined as the start and end date for delivery of the objective. 

3. 	Conclusions

Strategic planning is a necessary but not a sufficient activity. It cannot be conducted in a vacuum nor will it deliver change without being accompanied by a commitment to action that is given the full support of organisational leaders.

Contributing to the strategic planning process must be embedded into the fabric of each distinct business area, whose own plans are then required to be congruent with the overarching plan.

The plan’s objectives must be monitored and action taken to support and challenge where delivery does not progress in line with the required timescales. In this way, a culture which aligns to the plan’s stated future vision can develop and sustain the momentum for change.

Achievement will require involvement and investment across the whole department and wider support and partnership functions. Success of the plan at a strategic level may require activity that appears remote from its aims, especially where technical delivery is evaluated in differing ways.

The strategic plan must be focused on the future for the organisation and not rely upon current personalities who may offer a strong charismatic appeal or alternatively enforce a rigid performance culture that is not sustainable over the plan’s lifespan.

Implementing practical measures that improve the prospect of the plan being successfully delivered, such as aligning budget-setting processes to the cycle of strategic planning, are also likely to effect cultural regard for the plan as a driver of  activity, placing progress toward a successful future at the centre of the organisational ethos.
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