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Executive Summary
The University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) is one of the oldest universities in the UK, boasting a 200-year history and a degree of cultural embeddedness which has enabled the organisation to survive and thrive. The organisation has shown its ability to evolve in times of uncertainty through varied and often unprecedented events (such as pandemics, changes in governmental strategy, emerging market disruptors and changing consumer and public opinion around the role of Higher Education).  
The purpose of this report is to take an opportunity to utilise the wealth of knowledge available in organisational strategy literature to provide an approach uniquely written to acknowledge the disruptive nature of digitalisation and AI technology and to exploit its potential in the immediate term to exacerbate competitive advantage whilst envisaging a sustainable, digitalised and AI embedded future for the organisation. 
The report employs evidenced based tools to understand the current position of the university. The macro environment is analysed using the PESTLE, an industry analysis using Porters Five Forces Framework and the internal environment analysis using the VRIO analysis. Findings are summarised and utilised into a simple SWOT analysis to simplify the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats for the university. Finally, a TOWS analysis is overlayed to help shape ideas for future actions and activities. 
The report levels that change through action is necessary in the immediate term. Inaction is not a reasonable option. Recommendations for next steps for the organisation are discussed. Benchmarking and upskilling staff on basic technology and AI awareness is a preferred first step in addition to the creation of an AI strategy. Whilst it would be easier to adopt one recommendation, environmental pressures coupled with opportunities and threats from digitalisation and AI suggest it would be beneficial to run concurrently in the first instance to kickstart a programme of change. 
The suitability of various leadership approaches including transactional and transformational leadership are explored. The report suggests that a transactional leadership style may be most impactful initially whilst there is limited funding and a mandate to update staff digital skills and awareness of AI. As staff across the university community including Senior Leaders have increased skill and knowledge, a shift to allow more innovation, creativity and AI powered solutions under a transformational leadership style can become dominant.  Overall, dynamic and situational leadership underpinned by the principles of adaptive leadership is necessary to sustain a long term transformative AI strategy. The university is recognised as a diversely skilled ecosystem whereby tacit knowledge is found in abundance across roles, campuses and grades across the institution. The success of the university in the longer term will rely on all university staff to confidently adapt to digital developments time and time again, skilling and reskilling throughout the working life and a culture which promotes proactive, innovative and creative thinking and action. Navigating transformational change whilst remaining business focused and people led requires flexibility in leadership styles dependent on the tasks and issues that arise.  Effective leadership is complex. An adaptive leadership is likely the most appropriate overall but within itself has limitations if it does not lean into more transaction, democratic, or transformational styles at times. 
This report serves as a call to action, a motivator, an enabler and road map. The report is a form of communication to demonstrate interest and investment from the university to take seriously the factors threatening the success of the university and to make clear the need for adaptation. The report purposely does not aim to provide planning information or a list of actions as this will be noted through other means of documentation. 
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Introduction
The term “strategy” has origins from over 2000 years ago and was used to describe tactics for army placement during conflicts (Cummings, 1993). In simple terms a strategy can be described as “the long-term direction of an organisation” (Whittington et al., 2023). Strategy can serve as an essential form of organisation wide communication which ensures appropriate alignment between performance and time. Baghai, Coley & White (2000) propose the “Three Horizons for Strategy” to show the multi layered approach as it serves to extend and defend core business, build emerging businesses and create viable options for future success. This helps to ensure there is balance in attention for both the short, medium and longer term with goals which extend further than defending current business. A successful strategy is one that is acutely aware and accepting of the wider environment in which it operates, is personalised for the organisation and can harness resource and opportunities.
Organisational strategy is often colloquially considered as the beating heart of the organisation. Although not directly coined by Rumelt (2011), his writings are credited as influential due to his emphasis on strategy being central to the organisation. This work further outlined the importance of this communication piece as a coherent and focused text for leaders to use to take the workforce forward in an everchanging landscape. Values, insights, aspirations and priorities are aligned for optimum success and become the clear focus across the whole workforce.
Human nature is innately designed to evolve as threats in the environment emerge. Businesses must also evolve to remain relevant. With origins from evolutionary psychology and examples littered across history, Heifetz et al. (2009) argue that in times of threat change behaviour, positive action and diversification typically leads to successful outcomes. 
The world is experiencing disruption on global scale due to the technological revolution. Evolving at pace, the assault of technology and AI on businesses can threaten the survival of whole industries and change the prosperity of whole nations (Siebel, 2019). The speed of change is an area of increasing concern because the technological developments are faster than people can comprehend, which make it difficult to categorically determine how to future proof the organisation and require investment for technology related reskilling.  (Bukartaite & Hoope, 2023). 
Whilst disruption often has a negative connotation it also creates the potential for opportunity (Hanelt et al., 2021). To this end it not only sensible but arguably necessary to embed digitalisation and AI capabilities into the very fabric of an organisation and across the strategy to defend and extend core business whilst equally build on and create new options to simultaneously survive and thrive in modern day business. 
All businesses, including universities, should prepare for and harness change to leverage a competitive advantage. To serve as a brief context, the University is a fairly large employer and currently employs 2120 people across various campus locations throughout the UK spanning from Lampeter to London.  The university has undergone significant planned and unprecedented change in recent years. It has embraced new leadership, made several changes at a senior management level and actioned concurrently reduction in operating and campus expansions across the UK. The university has successfully steered through VUCA environments (Esenyel, 2024) such as the Covid pandemic ensuring the workforce were able to deliver quality teaching online and in person as dictated by UK regulations and restrictions. The university currently operates within a difficult financial industry landscape (HESA, 2026, Times Higher Education, 2026) but has recently repositioned itself from operating at a loss to a marginal gain in year end 2025 (Charity Commission, 2026). The university has also recently published its 5 year strategic plan which aims to take the university through to 2030. 
The current strategy is discussed comprehensively later in the report but briefly makes mention of digitalisation and AI. This aligns with recommendations from sector leads which explicitly outlines the pervasive impact of digitalisation and AI on universities (HEPI, 2025). The university does not have a digital or AI strategy explicitly. This echoes broadly with the sector as recent surveys suggest only 41% had developed an AI strategy but crucially most had plans to deliver one in the near future (Pells, 2019). Interestingly, university leaders showed optimism for the future suggesting AI presented largely an opportunity rather than a threat and were aligning strategies on the premise that digitalisation and AI would require more graduate level skilled individuals (THE, 2026). Importantly, in terms of where AI would have most impact, the top three responses being research, teaching and student outcomes (which includes wellbeing) (THE, 2026). The university’s identity is displayed on the website and repeatedly commits itself and its resources particularly to the latter two themes. 
In summary, the context of both the university and the emergence of digitalisation and AI suggests that a strategic analysis is timely and appropriate. This report will analyse the current strategic environment in which the University of Wales Trinity Saint David organisation operates and will conclude with some recommendations.



Strategic Analysis
A wealth of tools and frameworks are outlined in this report to aid careful evaluation of an organisation’s strategy and to help shape recommendations for next steps. 
Strategic Position
Organisations do not operate in a vacuum; they impact and are impacted by various factors in the environment. A worthwhile strategic analysis benefits from having a good understanding of the macro and micro environment in which it operates (Whittington et al, 2020). This report will deploy a suite of widely recognised frameworks and tools to gather a comprehensive perspective of the pressures on the organisation from the sector (external environment) and from within the organisation (internal environment).
Macroanalysis– includes PESTLE
Originally developed in the 1960’s (Aguilar, 1967), the PESTLE framework is a widely implemented analysis tool used to explore the organisations external environment thoroughly and systematically outlining Political, Economic, Social, Technological, Legal and Environmental factors. Each of the factors are reported in detail in Appendix 1.  
A summary of the analysis shows that the wider Higher Education environment is somewhat volatile and unpredictable due to significant external influences. Foreign policies and international relationships significantly impact student demographics and funding (HEPI, 2026, Broc, 2020). The economy and Higher Education have a duplicitous relationship, and it is broadly agreed that higher education provides a positive impact on the economy (London Economics, 2024). At the same time, there is an expectation for Higher Education to respond to the skills shortage in the wider economy (Department for Education, 2025). Higher Education would benefit from harnessing this to market higher education as a benefit to the wider workforce (Blackman, 2025, Quacquarelli, 2026). Universities are receiving less funding (Atherton et al. 2024) and students are increasingly having to make difficult decisions to balance work and study (Wright et al., 2025). From a social perspective whilst there is a wealth of data to evidence the net-positive gains from higher education, this is not always evident in wider public perceptions (London Economics, 2024) and unsurprisingly there is considerable inequity in provision both locally and globally (Fitzgerald et al. 2024). Technology has and continues to disrupt both the concept and operationalisation of Higher Education and as the pace is increases, forecasts and predictions for the medium term also become more difficult (Pells, 2019). Universities are finding themselves adapting to meet its legal responsibilities. Data protection, discrimination and safeguarding being current concerns which can bring significant media and public interest and potential reputational risk. The recent Natasha Abrahart case is one such example (Equality of Human Rights Commission, 2024). Finally, physical spaces and an environmentally conscious agenda is becoming increasingly developed across the wider environment and is an area of growing interest (Marino & Benitez, 2025).

The framework demonstrates that Higher Education is highly complex and is intricately linked to the external environment. Its symbiotic relationship shows it is both impacted by the external environment and has the capacity to impact the outwards. The relationship with the environment is dynamic and is a constant state of flux both requiring reactive behaviours and proactivity to ensure sustainability. Technology presents an ideal opportunity for universities to leverage as part of its evolution. 
Industry analysis – includes Porters Five Forces
An essential component of strategic analysis is the industry analysis as it helps to position the organisation within the context within which it functions (Teixeira et al., 2013). Defining the industry in a clear way ensures that the analysis is appropriate and useful (Porter 1980, 2008). Although there is some nuance in the industry, there is broad agreement that higher education study comes after secondary and further education which leads to a qualification or award noted in the national qualifications Framework (QAA, 2022). The University of Wales Trinity Saint David is one of over 300 Higher Education Institution (HEI)’s in the UK (London Economics, 2024). 
Porter’s Five Forces Framework (1980) is a useful tool to analyse the state of the industry. This report will analyse each of the forces in turn.
Extent of rivalry between competitors: Research suggests that competitiveness in the industry is increasing due to the perceived and actual scarcity in resources (Hart & Rodgers 2024). The main drivers for competition are shown in Figure 1. 
Figure 1: Hart & Rodgers’ (2024) illustration to showcase the resources for which institutions are in competition and their relatedness. 

Prestige, funding and access to students and staff are all factors for consideration and will have different weighting across different institutions depending on their strategy (Musselin, 2018). Rivalry can be positive or negative depending on how the institution responds. The University of Edinburgh is an example of an institution who have embraced AI within it research focus and as such is receiving numerous investments and prestige (University of Edinburgh, 2025). Whilst UWTSD does not rely heavily on its research as a potential resource, it does market itself as a widening participation provider. Concerns around funding for widening participation students compared to traditional students is an area of contention in the industry, with some Vice Chancellors calling for funding revisions which would mean that universities are available only for the few (Grove, 2026, McCarthy, 2026).
Organisations are starting to analyse their existing operation and provision through a digital lens. Alenezi (2021) succinctly describes how digital transformation can be a means to remain relevant and improve practices which align to the organisation’s mission with many organisations now using Digital Maturity Models to gain an advantage (Jisc, 2025). 
Threat of entry: Under the Further and Higher Education Act (1992) universities must receive formal authorisation to be able to award qualifications, therefore the threat of new entrants is relatively low. Despite this, there is increasingly becoming a differentiation in the industry to actively forge forward vertically or horizontally to fully exploit the market (Pinheiro & Young, 2017). Economies of scale pose more of a threat as universities seek to scale up operation and improve quality of provision (Musselin, 2018). 
Threat of substitutes: There is an increase in non-traditional providers, known as “alternative providers”. Operating under a different legal structure alternative providers are difficult to classify or quantify as they do not have a common governance structure and are not obligated to report data to Higher Education Policy Institute (HEPI, 2017).  
The threat of apprenticeships should also be comprehended because the government has recently committed further funds to apprenticeship growth in the UK in the pursuit of reducing unemployment and developing economic growth. To this end, a £725 million investment has been ringfenced to encourage 50,000 people into this learning opportunity (Department for Work and Pensions, 2025). However, the Sutton Trust report suggests quality, scalability and retention are areas of weakness for apprenticeship models (Cavaglia, 2022; Field, 2025), which thereby reduces threat levels substantially. 
Power of buyers: There were 2,863,180 higher education students studying in the UK in 2024/25; the market largely dominated by undergraduate level study (HESA, 2026). Interestingly this has remained relatively consistent over the last 5 years in 2020/21 despite the world changing Covid pandemic. Prior to 2020, Wales saw the biggest increase in student numbers across the UK and the biggest surge in post graduate taught students (Atherton et al., 2024) This suggests that there is a relatively consistent stream of student “buyers” who are looking to purchase from the higher education market. Whilst stable, this doesn’t appear to be a growth area. Stagnated numbers and tuition fee freezes means that students arguably have more buying power as universities are having to work harder to onboard the student (UCAS, 2025).
Over 80% of people studying in the UK are choosing to do so in England and are also studying on a full time basis (Atherton et al., 2024). The university in recent years has dramatically expanded its potential market segment by having an increasing presence in London and Birmingham. Understanding student trends and preferences aid the university to develop a fit for purpose programme of study. 
Students and graduates report feeling that university was a positive experience (Dandridge et al., 2025) despite hindsight showing that individuals may have done things differently e.g. changed course, changed institution to fit in or to provide more employment opportunities. This signals the importance for transparency of information, accurate careers advice before enrolling in HE and greater flexibility once students arrive.  
Power of suppliers: Roles have been cut across the sector as universities seek to balance their finances and reshape their organisation (HESA, 2026, Times Higher Education, 2026). Staff who hold specialist roles are perhaps the main example of a supplier force in Higher Education. HESA (2026) records show academic staff make up around half of the university workforce (244,755 in academic year 2024/25). Academics present an influence and concern to the organisation due to their ability to take their reputation and esteem to another organisation (Hart & Rodgers, 2024). As such it is important to ascertain and understand staff perspectives and ensure staff feel valued during any programme of change. 
To conclude, industry competition creates advantages and concerns. Research suggests it has the impetus to drive quality standards and encourage market capacity and capabilities (Hann, 2015). Conversely, poor leadership, weak strategy and no clear competitive advantage has the potential to expose institutions and make them vulnerable. Competitors may increase at scale to drive costs or may utilise digital and AI technologies to improve student experiences, outcomes and ultimately reputation. There are documented examples of best practice early adopters of technology to improve learning and teaching and transnational operations (Knight, 2026)  The university should remain vigilant of threats from competitors to improve standards around student outcomes and drives to onboard the same students as UWTSD typically attracts and proactively look for ways to turn temporary competitive advantages into sustained longer term advantages.
Internal Environment - includes VRIO analysis
The university is part of a wider tertiary strategic group which is composed of further and higher education provision operating across numerous locations across the UK. The university is currently reviewing its curriculum to ensure courses align with industry and student demand.
The university publishes a new Strategic Plan every 5 years. The most recent UWTSD Strategic Plan 2025-2030 is written over 20 pages of colourful and carefully designed text and imagery. Described in the introduction by the Vice-Chancellor as “both ambitious and grounded in our values. It represents a collective endeavour to ensure that UWTSD is not only a place of learning, but also a catalyst for positive change driven by our people, rooted in our places, and united by our purpose.” (UWTSD Strategic Plan 2025, p.3). The strategic plan notes the mission, vision and values of the organisation and three core principles. The strategy recognises its core role in supporting widening participation and mixed modal delivery. It denotes six strategic priorities and measures of success for each. In terms of organisational strategy, UWTSD’s vision is to attract vocational and widening participation learners. This market is aligned to growth in the industry which shows that the number of students who fit this profile is increasing (Universities UK, 2026). 
The current UWTSD strategy notes three key enablers, one of which being “Digital transformation and physical infrastructure. We will work to ensure that our digital and physical estate is fit-for-purpose and enables us to deliver exceptional learning, collaboration and innovation spaces.” To ensure financial stability, the plan outlines exploring financial efficiency through measures such as digital transformation and shared services. There is some acknowledgement of digitalisation as an enabler to success however it may be argued that UWTSD is at the beginning of its journey of digitalisation and is far from monopolising it.  
Organisational resources and capabilities are what makes an organisation unique and can be a form of competitive advantage. There are a number of ways to analyse the current strengths and weaknesses within the organisation. This report utilises the VRIO analysis (Barney, 1991) to further understand how well equipped the organisation is to deal with external threats and hold competitive advantage. The analysis is shown in Appendix 2. 
Notwithstanding the limited technological developments within the organisation, the VRIO analysis suggests that the university has a temporary competitive advantage due to its people, estate and geographical assets and relative financial success (UWTSD, 2025 & 2026). Sustained competitive advantage can be gained if an organisation strategically decides how to move forward within the industry. Porter’s (1985) work around competitive advantage suggests this can take several directions but is usually underpinned by focusing on cost or differentiation. A differentiation route may be most appropriate as universities are governed largely by external stakeholders which means that drastically changing fees for our buyers (students) isn’t a likely option nor does it align with its widening participation core value.  
SWOT / TOWS Analysis
A SWOT (Learned et al., 1965) and TOWS (Weihrich, 1999) is a common tool for summarising the information gathered herein and to aid planning of next steps. Table 1 shows the Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats typically shown in SWOT on the outer sides of Table 1. Table 1 also notes in italics the TOWS analysis that derives from the SWOT and will function to provide options for discussion later in the report. 
Table 1: SWOT and TOWS (in italics)
	Opportunities	Threats
	Digitalisation and AI presents an opportunity to transform the whole Higher Education experience	Ignoring the change in technology could allow others in the market to expand in the widening participation market
Strengths	Staff are known for their teaching quality and student support	Encourage staff to adopt digital technology by explaining the benefits around teaching and support	Staff care about the widening participation ethos of the university.
	Students are diverse, heterogenous group	Some students may benefit from a new way of delivering education & support	Adapting Learning & Teaching and the support offer may give students more opportunities to engage with the university
Weaknesses	Volatile financial situation	A cautious approach in terms of investment is advised, utilising existing equipment and expertise. 	A short- and longer-term plan is advised to consider the current finances and build a plan with increasing investment as improved finances
	Lack of AI strategy to ensure workforce suitability 	Commit to an AI strategy and basic all staff benchmarking & upskill training.	Embed training into HR processes to ensure compliance. 


Strategic Options
Strategic analysis provides an opportunity for horizon scanning and reflection on whether any change is required to strength the organisations likelihood of success (Whittington et al., 2020). The university has clearly documented strengths and weaknesses and there are significant, identifiable threats in the industry and macro environment. The university can choose not to act and continue operating a status quo. On the other hand, the university can seek opportunities for exploitation to further differentiate from competitors.
The analysis demonstrated several strands that the university can explore with little financial implication in the first instance. The university could send formal communications to staff to ask that they work to embrace technology on a local level to improve teaching and learning, support and student experience. However, this is likely to produce limited impact because there is a lack of understanding of the skills and knowledge across the workforce. Other concerns are the lack of parity of service and experience based on the existing skill set of the member of staff. Finally, a concern is the lack of transparency and uniformity of approach and a risk that technology may not be used responsibly across the organisation (Jisc, 2026). 
Jisc are widely recognised within the Higher Education sector as a source of knowledge and support for embedding technology and AI within a higher education environment. Jisc have documented the benefits of undertaking a systematic programme of change which includes digital maturity assessment and a form of benchmarking to ascertain the skills level at the earliest opportunity (Jisc, 2026; Knight, 2026).  
The option to provide basic training in the first instance is favourable and aligned with guidance from JISC alongside a benchmarking activity. In combination with the other option to utilise available resource and expertise to set a brief awareness level course aimed to bring all colleagues up to a basic level of knowledge and confidence around technology and AI and to develop the interest in these areas.  An initiative to improve skills and bring those the furthest from being AI literate is a positive whole university approach and should empower staff, increase staff belonging to the university and simultaneously improve student’s experiences of support and teaching.  
The university would also benefit from a specific AI strategy to ensure that there isn’t a growing competitive edge gap and to ensure it remains an area of focus. The university has options in terms of the timeline for delivery for the strategy but the recommendation being that work should begin imminently. 



























Leadership Theories and Evaluation of Success Likelihood
Simply put, the university should adopt a leadership style which is comfortable with and enthused by change and improvement as a core value. However, the appropriateness of adopting a particular leadership theory to support change is complex and dependent on a range of factors including the pressures from external environment and availability of resources from within the environment. 
Change has a pace. The speed of digitalisation in a global context and the known pervasiveness in the industry, requires a transformational change to maintain competitive advantage (HEPI, 2025). The Change Kaleidoscope (Balogun & Hope Hailey, 2008) literature suggests the change is required quickly and on a large scale. Due to human capital being one of the significant factors which allow for competitive advantage, a capability-readiness scan is appropriate. The university does not yet have a formal digitalisation or AI strategy nor any strategic planning activities. Staff do not have any communications around how to be more AI ready suggesting a low readiness and capability level. A directive approach is likely the most appropriate for the current environment. 
Measured by compliance and performance measures, the transactional leadership style can help to develop and enforce new behaviours, ensure amenability during transition and allow for organisation wide changes (Burns, 1978, Bass 1985). The benefits of a top-down process is that it can be rolled out institution-wide quickly and can kickstart a change management activity. A potential concern around this approach is that it leaves little room for innovation or creativity in approach outside of leaderships communications, two key components required for long term transformation (Jisc, 2020, Yukl, 2013). To counteract, research suggests that bolstering technological skills organisation-wide could still be a beneficial primary activity. Katz’s (1955) three skill model suggests the need for skills to evolve as people move through levels of leadership. More specifically, as leadership responsibilities increase, the demand for skills changes. Technical skills are deemed to be most utilised in lower level roles in an organisation and as such may have the biggest impact on consumers in the immediate term. As leaders move up the hierarchy the need to have increased human and conceptual skills increases. A degree of digital knowledge at a leadership level continues to be supported in the literature due to the scale of the change and the technical nature of the discussions required and to fully understand what is possible (Rahmadi, 2024). In conclusion the basic training requirement should remain for all staff across the organisation as having the fundamental knowledge will improve technical, human and conceptual skills across the organisation. Jeff Bezos is one such transformational business disruptor and innovator who adopts this approach (Anders, 2012; Jaqua & Jaqua, 2021). 
Broadly, emerging research on leadership for digital transformation suggests that a transformational leadership style is the most appropriate due to the scale of the task in creating and executing an AI strategy and the active role the whole workforce is required to undertake (Antonopoulou, 2021, Rahmadi, 2024).  Naturally, transformational leadership is an option to consider. Transformational leadership is recognised for its ability to make calculated risks for a more sustainable future (Burns, 1978; Bass, 1985). In  terms of the university, the consideration would be to invest in the digital and human resources required and to sustain focus when faced with barriers from the operating structure e.g. heavily administrative and bureaucratic processes to sanction change on a large scale which will impact the whole organisation (Bass & Riggio, 2006; Singun, 2025). 
A recent literature review concluded that transactional and transformational styles can successfully bring digitalisation into the organisation, but the specific impact varies dependent on the style used (Niță & Guțu, 2023). More specifically, the study concluded that a transformative style supported the development of leadership processes whilst core digital processes were improved most using transactional styles, thus supporting the recommendations herein.  
To summarise, a transaction approach is appropriate for initial activity of benchmarking and upskilling of staff around digital technologies and AI. This would ideally sit within a wider context of a transformative AI strategy which should be developed using best practice guidance from JISC (Jisc, 2026; Knight, 2026). At times in the transformation, a democratic and collaborative style will be beneficial given that expertise in technology will likely come from those who aren’t holding the organisational power. IT teams for example, may hold vital insights into strategy and successful operationalisation. Those who are developing the benchmarking and basic training opportunity, presumably those in the IT department may benefit from joining a working group, best practice events and conferences such as the Digifest (Jisc, 2026). 
Together these actions will serve a dynamic kickstart for the immediate term and set the tone and vision for the longer term. As workforce skills increase and the vision is adopted a move towards a transformative style of leadership can be adopted.  
In conclusion, to embrace digitalisation and AI for the long term, the overarching leadership style required is adaptive as it can call upon various skills and approaches depending on the scope and type of threat or opportunity is emerging. Introduced by Heifetz (1994) adaptive leadership is functional and responsive to changes in the environment. At its core, it is inclusive and encourages a shared responsibility; values which align with UWTSD. A leadership team who has transformational vision, drive for evolution and development across the three horizons and who can communicate these in such a way that the wider university infrastructure is enthused, is necessary. 







Recommendations for Reshaping Strategic Direction 
Recommendations noted herein consider short term priorities and the longer term vision for digital and AI embeddedness.  
Immediate & Short term
The strategic analysis recognised that a known asset for the university is its workforce. Perhaps the most significant commentary to support this is “successful digital transformation is people led rather than technology driven” (Knight, 2026). Investing in an asset which provides a competitive advantage is an appropriate next step. The literature also suggests that employee performance is a key measure of organisational success (Nduati & Wanyoike, 2022).  The initial benchmarking and staff training phase will allow the university to invest in its workforce for longer staff retention whilst upskilling and developing the staff community to work more confidently using digital technology and AI. It will also be an opportunity to note the digital literacy as a benchmark of the starting point of a wider strategic activity. Skills acquisition and development throughout the working career should be seen as a core, necessary and universally positive activity, essential for individual and collective success. Incorporating digitalisation and AI into the cultural web of the university and specifically reinforced through the HR policies would be advantageous as it sets the tone, removes ambiguity and over time becomes part of the fabric of the university (Sparrow & Cooper, 2014).  Research also shows that clear expectations are positively correlated with employee satisfaction, morale and job engagement (Louis et al. 2025). Utilising aspects of Kotter’s 8 step change model (1996) the university would benefit from clearly articulating the rationale for moving digital skills training into a mandatory activity which will be monitored in yearly performance reviews. This process ensures consistency, permits praise for those who adopt the change early, coaching and support for those who are interested but find it difficult and will make clear the university’s expectations for those who are resistant to change. This approach allows for escalation via formal contract reiteration, performance monitoring and other coercive HR tactics if all other softer, informal methods are unsuccessful. 
Long Term
Over the longer term, once the AI strategy is published, change management activity should seek to affirm a culture for continuous evolution and development. Given that people are a considerable asset to the university, it is vital that they are emersed in a culture which is consistent in its transmission of values and commitment to technology and organisational evolution. The Johnson & Scholes Cultural Web framework (1992, 1999) should be utilised to underpin appropriate activity and to reinforce the AI Strategy themes. Ideas and examples are noted in Table 2.

Table 2: Activities for supporting long term AI strategy success using the Cultural Web framework. 

Stories	Providing a regular segment during the weekly whole university communications which showcases best practice, distance travelled and known impact and academic resources. Colleague stories which show that they have been part of a successful positive change can be helpful in changing the narrative and increasing curiosity and interest in the subject. 
Rituals & Routines	Encourage staff who embrace technology and make space for trial of different software to support workload. 
Symbols	Make the training as visible and easily accessible as other courses and monitor completion in the same way. 	
Organisational Structure	Line managers should actively reduce barriers to training participation, e.g. look at paying staff on hourly rates, factoring in cover for those on front desks etc. 	
Control Systems	Leading with reward systems for early adopters, praise and incentivise participation and experimentation not just successful course completion. Staff could be encouraged to share how they’ve used AI in the Nexus Conference or at Learning & Teaching events for example. 	
Power Structures	Leadership approaches which enact change management usually lead from the front and transmit the desired behaviours despite research suggesting they may not need to directly execute the specific skills once reaching a certain level of leadership (Katz, 1955). The recommendation would be for all staff to complete basic training with a grace period built in for people to be empowered to opt in. Early adopters should be acknowledged and praised. Those who aren’t compliant should be supported, coached or addressed for misconduct or poor performance in accordance with existing university policies.  


The Cultural Web tool (1992,1999) can be utilised periodically as the university embeds the AI strategy to help ensure focus and commitment for sustained change. Future actions and activities which are developed as part of the AI strategy will also benefit from using Lewins force field analysis (1951) to determine which actions to work on and how to prepare for the greatest chances of success by taking an opportunity to measure the driving and restraining forces and action plan to strengthen those which serve a purpose and to reduce barriers. The AI strategy execution is likely to highlight the significant gaps and areas of development. Preparing for resistance to change but not having to rely wholly on institutional policies to ensure compliance is a key factor for transformation. Increasingly employing methods to increase individual motivation and enthusiasm will further enrich the culture of the organisation and provide the optimal environment for innovation and creativity; qualities consistent with successful evolution. As part of the unfreeze-change-freeze approach, the university should seek to puncture change activity with regular periods of review measuring both organisational progress against benchmarks but also measures of staff satisfaction, morale and job engagement.





























Conclusion
The findings of this report suggest that the university environment is ripe for transformation across the immediate, short, medium and longer term. The university is not unique in its experience of many known environmental and industry pressures. The university, like others, finds itself in a environment whereby digitalisation and AI is evolving at rates which could quickly threaten the organisation’s existence if action is not taken. Thankfully, the university has a well-documented history of change and development and currently has strengths and areas of competitive advantage which could be further exploited with AI and technology at the forefront. Whilst the university notes AI within the strategy it currently falls short of capturing the full potential and opportunity it serves. A specific university AI strategy is strongly recommended alongside an immediate benchmarking and basic upskilling of staff to embolden the staff support asset and further differentiate the university from its competitors. As part of these recommendations, a considered and meaningful approach to culture should be actioned as part of the change management facilitation. The recommendations herein require strong, curious, active leadership which adapts as the university moves through its transformation and continues its evolution. 
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Political Factors: Both politics and the direct state involvement are noticeable across the business, from financing, operationalisation and governance perspectives. Brexit, whereby the United Kingdom exited the European Union resulted in swift changes to foreign policies and international relationships which in turn saw the sharp decline in EU students studying the UK, reduced mobility for both UK and EU students to study and less opportunities for collaboration (Broc, 2020).
In terms of UK politics, education itself is devolved to the four UK nations which means that they have the constitutional powers to make high level decisions and are reasonable for the financing of the provision. There has been a continued divergence in approach to funding models and continues political interest from different political parties who suggest they have the solutions for a brighter future (Conlon et al., 2026). As the UK is led by democracy this means that there can be relative instability in knowing how politics will impact education in the longer term thus making it difficult to future proof by investing in long term ideas. 
Economic Factors: There is a dual relationship between economy and higher education. The higher education industry is one such industry which supplies the businesses with appropriately skilled labour in order to meet the demands of a thriving UK economy. Evidence suggests a positive return on investment for the money invested into HE, noting a return of £14 being put back into the economy for every £1 of public money spent in 2021-22 (London Economics, 2024). On the other hand, the most recent Post-16 Education and Skills White paper suggests there is a skills shortage (Department for Education, 2025). The success of the adaption and harnessing of AI to improve national economic growth is contingent on higher education institution’s (HEI’s) ability to produce skilled graduates in a number of relevant industries. Many of the skills needed are linked to critical thinking and analysis skills whereby AI capabilities are being explored and mined for organisational advantage (Quacquarelli, 2026). 
In response, Universities UK (2026) are proactively acting as conduits to improve knowledge and understanding of what is needed on behalf of the universities cross the UK. Any activity which mindfully approaches its portfolio looking at what is fit for purpose with a sustainable and progressive economy as its goal is most likely to be successful (Blackburn, 2025). 
Moreover, higher education has experienced a major reduction in government funding with estimates suggesting a decline of 80% to 30% between 1995 and 2009. (Lybeck, 2018). Cuts to finances for fees, higher wages for staff through pensions and NI combined with cost of living pressures suggest that there are significant economical threats to the sector currently (Atherton et al., 2024). 
The Student Working Lives Report (Wright et al., 2025) highlighted that economic factors are also impacting students individually as they need to make decisions around studying and working time as they balance their own finances. Crucially the report noted that the amount of time working was linked to the outcome attainment level at graduation. This shows that the universities are also impacted by the students they serve.  
Social Factors: In 2024, London Economics published a report which argued that Higher Education is beneficial to the individual and wider society because of the financial benefits, more positive health outcomes, greater social cohesion and lower crime rates. The function and use of Higher Education varies across societies and divides opinion. A recent study showed that public overestimated the amount of regret students had from going to university, underestimating its positive economic value and poor understanding of how the funding process works. A difference between the data and societal knowledge may have an impact on enrolment figures for universities as people use digital tools and AI to help them make lifestyle changes. 
A literature review by Fitzgerald et al. (2024) denotes the inequity in provision globally and locally and confirms the nuance and complexity of work required to reduce prejudice. Fitzgerald’s literature reaffirms the cyclical link between educational inequality and socioeconomic factors with each exacerbating the other. Furthermore, cultural and societal norms also influence educational inequality and further reduce opportunity for those who are the furthest away from higher education. This paper also links the issues to political factors as they suggest that there has been little impactful policy development to address the issue.  
Technological Factors: The advancement of technology discussed previously is a significant factor for the university to consider. A societal skills gap and the need for a greater number of graduates during digitalisation and AI realisation suggests that higher education could be benefactors to the change. Technology has already disrupted students, staff, the organisation and wider society. Each of these stakeholders are impacted by technological developments on an everyday basis. Students have a greater range of study options, staff have more learning and teaching software, research capabilities, academic facilities, organisations can streamline operations and finances through improved efficiency in estates and staffing and wider society can have improved access to universities which were previously dictated largely by location.  The Open University is a successful new entrant to the higher education market which has leveraged technology to offer university education in an online format thus developing a greater market reach that previously seen.  
Technology has fully disrupted the model of higher education and had provided the platform for online only providers such as the Open University. The delivery within organisations is also part way through transformation as it seeks to keep up with learning teaching and engagement best practice. Technological platforms come as a financial cost but can improve accessibility and usability hence increasing user experience with education. The disruptive nature of technology means that it is difficult to fully understand or predict what can be achieved in the medium term and what is required (Pells, 2019).
Legal Factors: Aside from the quality controls to ensure appropriately high quality education is given to students who enrol in higher education there are also a number of other legal factors to consider. Protecting personal data and ensuring privacy in accordance with the Data Protection Act (2018) whilst simultaneously ensuring as part of the Care Act (2014) and upholding the principles of the Equality Act (2010) has made the legal operating environment. There are discussions and mooted ideas of a statutory duty of care to further embed a legal obligation to protect vulnerable students in a practical and responsive way. The Natasha Abrahart death brought about a civil case against Bristol University (Equality of Human Rights Commission, 2024). Under the Equality Act (2010) the university was found to have fallen short on measures to support a person with social anxiety who had made disclosures to the university which resulted in a death by suicide. 
Environmental Factors: Universities and the higher education sector are showing increasing levels of commitments towards a sustainable and environmentally friendly agenda (Marino & Benitez, 2025). Strategies and actions are varied and span from curriculum reviews, sustainable policies. Spaces that are fit for purpose and serving the student consumer but also fitting for the local environment. Students care more about the resources and impact on the environment, are the courses replicable. 
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	Factor
	Evidence
	References
	Competitive Advantage?

	Valuable - of resources & capabilities
	Diverse staff expertise and student provision which spans England and Wales.
Consistently favourable reports of student satisfaction and high teaching quality. 
New transformative vision through a strategy based on changing lives but digitalisation and AI is not central to this. There is no formal mandatory training approach for adopting digital skills in roles across the university
	UWTSD University website, 2026.
	Yes but limited short term advantage

	Rare – unique to the organisation 

	The university has lived experience of surviving and thriving through external pressures. 
The financial position for the organisation as outlined in their annual returns suggests the university has recorded a marginal net gain for the first time in 5 years during a tumultuous time in the market. 
Investment has not yet been undertaken around digitalisation or AI. 
	Charity Commission, 2025;
UWTSD, 2025
	Yes

	Imitability – something difficult to imitate

	At this juncture it is unclear what factors have ensured the viability of the organisation. Other universities may choose to focus on certain cohorts of students or subject areas. Other providers are not required to share their plans in any explicit detail. Universities are evolving in response to external forces e.g. finances The university spans England and Wales and has a long history in the industry with roots dating back 200 years. However time in the industry doesn’t equate to competitive advantage. Other providers are not required to share how they plan to move forward in their market segment or how they are investing money at any industry level and therefore it is unclear if the success in the market is replicable by other competitors.  
	
	Unknown

	Organisation – suitably organised to support the above
	The university is upheld and supported by a number of committees and reporting structures and a strategy, however the impact is difficult to measure. The university has recently has a leader and there is a keen interest to make changes to secure the university’s future. 
	
	Unknown
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