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Abstract 

 

Higher education (HE) in the United Kingdom (UK) has witnessed unprecedented changes in 

the last decade characterised by increased level of government intervention, encouragement 

of competition resulting in a quasi-market in higher education, and the establishment of the 

Office for Students in 2018, with the increased focus on student experience, attainment of 

learning outcomes, and improving access and participation for disadvantaged students. The 

aim is to protect students' interests and maintain the UK HE sector as a world-class system. 

This study discusses the remit of Strategy and Planning Offices (SPOs) in public sector 

universities in the UK in light of the evolving changes in the higher education sector and the 

risks presented by the Covid-19 pandemic on university operations. The study outlines the 

emerging factors that influence SPOs’ involvement in strategic planning and risk 

management processes. A total of twelve in depth semi-structured interviews were conducted 

across twelve universities, with one similar role interviewed from each university. The study 

proposes that the remit of SPOs within British universities has widely broadened from routine 

data analysis to a comprehensive set of responsibilities including business planning, 

coordination of strategic planning and risk management practices, and supporting an 

evidence-based decision making culture. Furthermore, this study establishes the connection 

between strategic planning and risk management and, therefore, suggests the evolving of 

Strategy, Planning and Risk Management Office (SPRO) as a standard unit within a 

university structure in the UK. Nevertheless, SPOs remits in the UK HE sector vary and do 

not share consistent roles and responsibilities. Thus, the study acknowledged several 

elements that influence SPOs’ involvement in functions that support strategic planning and 

risk management practices. The two emerging overarching influences are resources and 

structure. Key themes under resources encompass the universitys’ maturity, utilisation of 

advanced technology, and an active professional body representing SPOs in the higher 

education sector in the UK. SPOs’ proximity to senior management and their positioning 

within the organisational hierarchy are among the significant factors attributed to structure. 

Given the scale and speed of the changes happening in the UK HE sector, SPOs can play a 

vital role in the ever-changing landscape, yet there has been little attention to this important 

topic in the HE literature. The identified patterns from this study raise a number of relevant 

topics to the professionalisation of planners and HE broadly.  
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Chapter 1:  Introduction 
 

1.1 Overview of the UK higher education environment  
 

Historically, the HE sector in the UK was divided into two main groups of institutions, the first 

were institutions that offer more traditional academic courses, and the second were the 

polytechnics, which provided vocational and professional HE. The division between 

universities and polytechnics remained until the Further and HE Act 1992 brought all directly 

funded institutions into a single sector (European Commission website, 2019). Employing the 

1992 Act, the British government granted university status to 35 former polytechnics and 

colleges of higher and further education with the same funding and quality assurance 

arrangements. However, there remained some distinctions between pre-1992 universities, 

typically more research-focused, and those established after the 1992 Act, which typically 

offers a broader range of vocational courses. This division had become less apparent in the 21st 

century, when a further 31 universities were established between 2000 and 2013, collectively 

referred to as ‘post-92’ or ‘modern’ universities, despite that many of them had long and well-

established histories as vocational institutions. 

 

Major changes to funding began in 1997 as the government felt that the HE sector was not 

optimally serving the needs of the national economy in preparing students for their future roles 

as employees. As a result, changes to the funding regime began when it was decided in 1997 

to charge tuition fees to undergraduates with emphasis on the employment benefits for 

graduates of a BA or BSc holders, which “has got stronger and stronger since then to the extent 

that HE is portrayed as a private and not a public good” (Welsh, 2021). The graduate 

employability context is a significant external factor, which has placed greater expectations on 

institutions to provide appropriate provisions to enable graduates to find beneficial 

employment when leaving university. Students favourably perceive providers, ensuring that 

they receive a better return on their investment and mitigate the potential risk of unemployment. 

Graduate employment metrics such as the Destination of HE Leavers Survey (DHLE) or 

currently Graduate Outcomes (GO) have received significant attention recently as an indication 

of institutions’ effectiveness toward this end (Alves and Tomlinson, 2020). 

 

The primary focus of this research is on HE providers with degree awarding powers which 

are referred to collectively as HE Institutions (HEIs). Currently, the HE system in the UK is 

delivered by a diverse range of organisations, including universities and further education 

colleges which offer some form of HE provision. One hundred and sixty-six institutions have 
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their own degree awarding powers, the majority of which also have ‘university’ titles, and 

there are over 250 further education colleges offering some form of HE provision.  

 

Universities in the UK are independent, autonomous legal entities, where Councils or 

Governing Bodies are responsible for deciding the institution's strategic direction and the 

effective management of its resources and financial stability. The majority of HEIs receive 

some public funding, which was considerably reduced since the introduction of tuition fees. 

Independent Funding Councils manage public funds received by HEIs for Scotland, Wales, 

the Department for Employment and Learning in Northern Ireland, and the Office for 

Students in England. These independent bodies and funding councils are responsible for 

guiding and monitoring the institutions' performance and providing financial support to 

institutions. 

 

In 2017−18, the total reported income of UK HEIs was £38.2 billion. Tuition fees (21.1 

billion) have become the dominant form of income over the past decade, rising from £3,000 

per year to £9,000 per year in 2012, while £4.5 billion came from knowledge and exchange 

activities. The total operating expenditure was £37.2 billion. This includes £20 billion spent 

on direct teaching and research activity and £3.4 billion spent on libraries, IT, and museums 

(Universities UK). As government funding continues to reduce, universities have become 

increasingly reliant on international students who pay higher tuition fees than domestic 

students and have been able to market themselves internationally as suppliers of a high-

quality British education (IBIS World, 2021). The university sector in the UK plays a vital 

role in the British economy. In 2014-15 the UK university sector supported 940,00 jobs, 

generated £95 billion in gross output for the economy, and contributed £21.5 billion to GDP, 

representing 1.2% of the UK’s GDP. (Source: UUK (2017) The economic impact of 

universities in 2014–15. 

 

Since the last decade, the HE environment has witnessed many changes on a number of 

fronts. Some of which were considered as radical changes, while others have created an 

atmosphere of uncertainty. These changes have affected institutional strategies, funding, and 

governance. In the following sections, we will elaborate on the key factors that triggered 

these changes. 

 

1.1.1 Changes in funding streams and market dynamic 
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Since 2003 more than 60 percent of HEIs’ income was received from the state through the 

Higher Education Funding Councils. However, by 2012-13 a greater percentage of their 

income has been coming through different streams, mainly from student loans (Shattock, 

2013). The marketisation of the UK HE sector (excluding Scotland) reached a critical point 

when the government introduced student tuition fees in 2002 and later lifted the student 

number control in 2012 (Temple et al., 2016). This fundamental change to the HE funding 

system has placed university leaders “on a very similar basis to that of private enterprises” 

while the market remains strongly influenced by the government through its control of the 

funding of student loans (Shattock, 2017, p. 391). Institutions now spend more on branding 

and customer service, which suggests the existence of competition in a market or a quasi-

market. Students are now perceived as customers or partners, and rankings and league tables 

influence students’ choices (Brown, 2011).   

 

Since 2010 the government in England has focused on developing a competitive market in 

higher education (Naidoo & Williams, 2015; Olssen, 2016), where new forms of financing 

were introduced to shift the burden of funding from grants to tuition fees and from the state to 

students. The drive was to support widening participation and to put ‘students at the heart of 

the system’. As a result, home student fees drastically increased to £9,000 per year in 2012, 

causing the abolition of student number allocation and capping in 2015. A market for 

students was established, linking teaching excellence, social mobility, and student choice 

(Department for Business, Innovation and Skills, 2016). Alongside the move towards a full 

higher education market, new managerialism was established within higher education to 

focus on performance, such as rankings, to drive competition (Lynch, 2015). In 2017, the 

Office for Students as a regulatory body was established, replacing the Higher Education 

Funding Council for England (The Higher Education and Research Act 2017), which also 

paved the way for for-profit private providers to be registered as universities.  

 

The current structure and shape of the higher education sector in England correspond to a 

large degree with England’s neoliberal economy characterised by competition and flexibility. 

Therefore, several policies influenced by the three inter-related forces of marketisation, 

massification, and employability were introduced to strengthen‘governance towards 

enhanced internal economic efficiency but also ensure that its activities have stronger 

economic value (Shattock, 2011, cited in Alves , MG, Tomlinson, M, 2020). 

 

Performance metrics such as league tables, OfS B conditions for registrations, National 

Student Survey and TEF have become significant tools in the formal ranking and assessment 

of English institutions, intended to encourage the improved choices by prospective recipients 

https://link-springer-com.ezproxy1.bath.ac.uk/article/10.1007/s42438-020-00111-w#ref-CR24
https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxy1.bath.ac.uk/doi/full/10.1177/1474904120967574
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of HE’s offerings. The rationale is that when performance is improved, incentivised 

institutions will be encouraged to enhance the quality of their teaching and learning to 

maintain a stable market position (Alves, M G. Tomlinson, M. 2020).  

 

 

1.1.2 New regulatory bodies 

HEIs in the UK have recently witnessed a significant change in the state's role in regulating 

the sector. The Office of Students (OfS) replaced the Higher Education Funding Council for 

England (HEFCE) and was given enforcement power to ensure that institutions are meeting 

their conditions for registration (Gov UK, 2019). The OfS was introduced to bring functions 

of HEFCE, OFFA, and the Department for Education together under one umbrella. It is a 

regulator on behalf of students whom it regards as consumers in a HE market. HEFCE used 

to have a completely different approach compared to OfS, as described by Professor Gill 

Evans from the University of Cambridge:  

“The language of HEFCE’s framework sets a very different tone from that of the 

OfS document. It speaks of a “partnership” between the student and the provider, 

rather than pointing to a “consumer contract”; of defining “gateways” for 

providers to enter the sector, but without threats of removing failing providers 

from the register; of the “building blocks” of a regulatory system in which more 

than a dozen sector bodies are “involved” (Evans, 2018). 

HE institutes that fail to deliver the best interest of their students may be subjected to 

financial penalties up to £500k or 2 percent of their income, whichever is highest 

(Department of Education, 2019). UKRI, on the other hand, works across the UK with a 

budget of more than £7 billion to create a good environment to facilitate innovation and 

research. UKRI works in partnership with charities, private entities, research organisations, 

and the government (UKRI, 2020). The Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) 

officially collects, analyses, and disseminates data related to quantitative information of HE in 

the UK.   

Changes to the UK political environment and the UK HE sector has led to greater 

governmental intervention to align HEIs’ missions and strategies with wider industrial and 

regional policy “potentially leading to greater political direction of institutional strategy, and 

therefore planning” (Strike and Swinn, 2018, p. 139). External regulations and legislations, 

mainly associated with funding and quality, have amplified the demand for more 

accountability and openness. As a result, HE witnessed a growth in the formalisation and 

codification of processes. For example, most universities now have quality assurance and 
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planning departments associated with independent or state quality assurance and funding 

agencies such as the OfS, QAA, and HESA in the UK. 

 

The changes initiated by the regulatory bodies in the UK require universities to have effective 

processes for strategic planning, risk management, academic quality and standards, data and 

insight, and statutory reporting, and external compliance. The increased use of quantitative 

measures to assess institutional performance necessitated HEIs to have skilled, well-

resourced, and strategically positioned Strategy and Planning Offices (SPOs) to support 

strategy development, implementation and ensure alignment of performances to strategic 

priorities across all entities. Furthermore, universities will require advanced data and insight 

management systems to effectively use the available data at all areas of operations.  

 

1.1.3 New HE professionals  

 

The above challenges within the sector have necessitated the expansion of more specialised 

professional administrators. This shift has consequently resulted in decreased academic 

autonomy favoring further regulatory forces pushing for more accountability (Scott 1995; 

Salter 2020; Shattock 2006), usually implemented and maintained by professional 

administrative staff. The disturbed and unpredictable HE climate placed professional service 

managers in leading roles to respond to the environmental challenges that have resulted in 

identity shifts and the emergence of specialist senior professional roles as legitimate partners 

in the strategic management of HEIs. New HE professionals usually come under corporate 

rather than academic management as their wide range of specialist skills make them a 

valuable, powerful, and “flexibelised” workforce. 

 

The remits of SPOs in the UK HE sector have evolved considerably over the past decade. 

Their role has broadened from statistical analysis and statutory reporting to a much wider one 

that includes support for strategy development and university-wide reviews; business 

intelligence and insight; and the coordination of risk management practices, and working 

closely with diverse stakeholders to implement change and monitor performance.  However, 

as new professionals, SPOs still do not have a well-established profession when considering 

the lack of a shared body of knowledge, inconsistent remits, role criteria, or standardised 

skills to provide them with the necessary autonomy for shaping their occupational identity in 

the UK HE sector.  

 

1.2 The aims and structure of the study 
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The literature on strategy and planning function in the higher education context is 

inconclusive and shallow. It is not clear from the available literature whether strategy and 

planning functions are evolving towards a more unified and coherent profession in the future; 

or whether the function has already matured, but its adaptability depends on the level of 

organisational factors, including strategy, institutional scope, and structure. When 

considering the major changes and challenges affecting the higher education sector in the 

UK, mainly changes to regulatory requirements and competition, the role of strategy and 

planning functions is critical and needs to be explored in strategic planning and risk 

management processes. This study aims to explore the remits of SPOs, as professional 

services units within a university setting, in relation to strategic planning and risk 

management processes. It will attempt to increase understanding of the factors contributing to 

their increased level of engagement in these practices. The central objectives of the study are: 

 

• To understand SPOs’ key responsibilities and to assess the impact of these on 

decision-making and risk management practices 

• To identify the effects of internal and external factors on SPOs’ involvement in 

strategic planning and risk management    

• To evaluate the changes in SPOs’ remits in the context of their location in the 

structure 

 

This study explores the SPO’s remits in the context of strategic planning and risk 

management processes in a way not previously studied. The role of SPOs in strategic 

planning and risk management in higher education is underresearched. There is relatively 

little research on SPOs’ contribution to the strategic planning and risk management processes 

and the factors that influence their involvement in these processes and understanding the 

challenges that SPO managers face from their lived experiences. Furthermore, synergies of 

professionalisation and organisational structure are not completely clear. Therefore, this 

research extends the body of knowledge on organisational structure and professionalisation of 

higher education to become a more manageable framework for analysing the vital 

contribution of SPOs in strategic planning and risk management. These lines of investigation 

will address the following central research questions: 

 

1- How are the Strategy and Planning Offices involved in strategic planning and risk 

management processes at public sector universities in the UK? 

2- What factors influence their involvement in strategic planning and risk management 

processes? 
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This study applies an interpretive paradigm as a conceptual perspective framework. SPOs 

operate in the context of facts and hard objectives (KPIs, regulatory and funding bodies, 

statutory data), but nonetheless, they have to construct the reality of their objectives within 

power relations and wider social and physical structures. Given the differing objectives of 

senior university managers (VC, DVC, COO, CFO), they have to interpret institutional 

strategies and priorities and translate these into consumable and measurable indicators and 

information. Methodologically, the flexible qualitative approach allows the opportunity to 

explore and disseminate lived experiences of the participants in this study. The qualitative 

approach was selected for its contextual and practical methods, focusing more on processes 

than structures to gain insights. 

 

Using semi-structured interviews with SPO managers, this study finds that SPOs’ main 

contribution to strategic planning and risk management processes was their knowledge and 

experience in connecting strategic planning processes with risk management practices and 

evaluating the impact on institutional performance and regulatory compliance through the 

medium of data and insight. Key stimulus for greater involvement in strategic planning and 

risk management originate from two main elements: the availability of adequate resources 

and the location of SPOs in proximity to strategic apex and risk management conversations. 

SPOs with good staffing levels, advanced technology, and training opportunities have greater 

engagement in strategic thinking and conversations than those with inadequate resources. 

Furthermore, the importance for SPOs to be located close to the strategic apex - where they 

are part of the strategic conversations, decision-making, and risk assessments – is critical for 

greater involvement in strategic planning and risk management processes. Further analysis of 

the remits of the SPOs suggests that SPOs’ involvement in strategic planning and risk 

management practices is generally influenced by the type of institution and highly dependent 

on the personality and the experience of the manager leading the office. Pre-1992 research-

focused institutions have better resourced SPOs and more senior SPO managers than post-

1992 institutions.  

 

The thesis is organised over six chapters. Chapter two provides a comprehensive review of 

the literature on strategic planning and risk management concepts discussed in the wider 

setting of planners’ role in strategic planning in a business environment. This is followed by 

exploring what is already known about managing strategic planning and risk management 

practices in the HE context. Towards the end, the review of the literature focuses on SPOs’ 

involvement in these practices in the contexts of the professionalisation of HE and 

organisational structure concepts. Chapter three discusses the overview of the methodological 

approach, explaining the rationales for using the interpretivist paradigm as a conceptual 
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framework and defining the research design, including the strengths and weaknesses of the 

selected data collection and data analysis methods. Using the purposive sampling of twelve 

comparative roles representing twelve universities was discussed, forming a representative 

sample. Chapter four presents the findings of the analysis of the qualitative semi-structured 

interview discussing the nine main functions which an SPO may contribute to the strategic 

planning and risk management processes. 

 

Furthermore, the findings show the effects of a range of internal and external factors on how 

SPOs role are evolving and the level of engagement in strategic planning and risk 

management processes. All findings are mapped back to the research questions using data 

structure tables that set out an explicit logical framework for identifying patterns and 

overarching themes with representative quotations to evidence the findings.  Chapter six 

discusses the identified themes' implications and links them back to the strategic planning and 

risk management literature and the wider context of professionalisation of HE and 

organisational structure concepts. This chapter also outlines a new Strategy, Planning and 

Risk Management Office (SPRO) as an evolving concept and suggests bringing together 

strategic planning and risk management practices under SPRO. Finally, chapter six discusses 

the limitations of this study and the scope for future research in this central topic in the 

professionalisation of HE. Chapter six concludes with a restatement of the key conclusions, 

implications of the study for management, strategic planning theory, and SPOs and HESPA. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review  
 

2.1 The significance of this research 

 

This thesis is the first attempt to understand the involvement of strategy and planning offices 

(SPOs) in strategic planning and risk management in the UK HE sector. This study will 

provide concrete guidance around the importance of SPO for strategic planning and risk 

management practices in the UK HE sector, outline the common challenges faced by SPOs, 

and then provide possible recommendations. Furthermore, the thesis will explore how SPOs’ 

role is utilised by their institutions in light of the recent regulatory changes and Covid-19 

pandemic. The thesis will then aim to connect this analysis with higher-level debates about 

strategic planning, organisational structure theory, and the concept of resilience. The findings 

of this study are intended to inform a real gap in the current HE sector in relation to SPOs, 

which are not as well informed and researched compared to the US, for example, where a 

good amount of research in relation to HE is dedicated to Institutional Research, a 

synonymous for strategy and planning in the UK HE sector. 

 

2.2 The concept of strategy  

 

Before delving deeper into perspectives and discussions related to strategic planning, it is first 

important to briefly understand the meaning and context of the term ‘strategy.’ The word has 

evolved over centuries and originated from the Greek term ‘strategos’, which means ‘army 

leader’ (Heracleous, 2003). This term was widely used and applied by military leaders 

throughout history. According to Heracleous (2003), the term was first mentioned in Sun 

Tzu’s Art of War around the fifth century. Sun Tzu was a Chinese general, military strategist, 

and writer whose military strategy has influenced Western and Eastern Asian thinking. He 

emphasises the importance of meticulous planning in order to defeat enemies without the 

need to fight, as well as the importance of the employment of an effective leader to advise 

and manage troops and tactics in war. Early literature on strategy was inspired by the military 

context, which has contributed to the early development of strategy, evolving around decision 

making, planning and minimisation of risk.  

 

The concept of strategy and its effectiveness became prominent in the commercial context in 

the 1960s. Selznick (1957), Ansoff (1965), and Chandler (1962), are amongst the originators 

of management planning theories who laid the foundation for the conceptual frameworks 

used by corporate planners. Chandler first established the initial link between organisational 
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performance and strategy to determine the “basic long-term goals and objectives of the 

enterprise and the adoption of courses of action and the allocation of resources necessary for 

carrying out these goals” (Chandler, 1962, p. 13).  Chandler perceives strategy as the long-

term planning of an organisation determined by the allocation of resources to carry out its 

plan. A similar understanding to strategy was proposed by other scholars, whereby strategy is 

described as the long-term planning of an organisation that begins with identification of 

vision, mission, and objectives as well as the determination of the allocation of resources and 

the steps required to meet organisational targets and goals (Covin and Slevin, 1989; Storey, 

1994; Athapaththu, 2016; O'Regan et al., 2006).  

 

Similarly, Ansoff (1965) viewed strategy as a rational and structured process, establishing a 

mission and goals through a process involving clear steps. Therefore, the process involved in 

strategy includes formal plans developed from higher management and implemented in a 

controllable and predictable environment (Waters, 1989). This perspective considers the 

outcomes of strategy as deliberately achieved, or as Mintzberg describes, ‘consciously 

intended’ (Mintzberg, 1987). This systematic approach to strategy formation can be 

perceived as highly mechanical as it involves a sequence of steps. 

 

The early development stage of strategy in the commercial environment saw the introduction 

and development of many concepts of strategy. The competitive advantage concept by Porter 

(1985) as well as the resource-based view by Hart (1995) are some examples. The 

competitive advantage concept focuses on evaluating the strengths and weaknesses of the 

organisation to create a unique position of competitive advantage (Porter, 1985). The focus of 

this concept is to ensure low-cost leadership positions by utilising products and markets to 

create high sales volumes. The resource-based approach supports the idea that the 

sustainability of a competitive environment is achieved when the capabilities creating the 

advantage are supported by resources that are not easily accessible by competitors (Hart, 

1995).   

 

The early concept of strategy was perceived by Mintzberg et al. (2009) as a setback, mainly 

due to a formalised and structured process of planning that mainly focused on the 

organisation itself. Mintzberg believed that this was highly inflexible in the real word, 

wherein organisations are constantly facing rapid changes in environments which are, in most 

cases, unpredictable and uncontrollable. Mintzberg perceived strategy as a constant process 

of adjustment that requires constant responSses to the changes in the environment: “clear 

goals do not exist. . .the strategy-making process is characterised by the reactive solution to 
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existing problems” (Mintzberg, 1973. p. 4). The previous view of strategy as rationally 

formulated was now viewed as proactive and iterative. This view has led to introducing the 

concept of ‘emergentness’ (Mintzberg, 1987). 

 

2.3 The emergence of strategic planning  

 

Today, strategic planning is one of the more widespread management tactics in modern 

organisations (George et al., 2019). Strategic planning is the typical approach to strategy 

formulation, encompassing the analysis of organisational direction and the internal and 

external environment, through which strategic issues and gaps are identified. This is followed 

by the development of strategic goals and enabling plans to address these issues (Bryson, 

2011). However, the emergence of strategic planning as a management approach to improve 

performance in commercial contexts was initially introduced through the work of academics 

from Harvard Business School (Ackerman, 1972; Anthony, 1965; Bower, 1970), the 

Graduate School of Industrial Administration at Carnegie Mellon University (Ansoff, 1957, 

1965), the Graduate School of Business at Stanford University (Burgelman, 1983, 1984). The 

concept of strategic planning and its tools were further developed by Mintzberg, author of 

The Nature of Management Work (1972). Howes (2014) argues that strategic planning as a 

new management phenomenon has dominated the discussions of numerous articles and led to 

a surplus in the literature on strategic management and planning techniques. Most of the 

literature was mainly published in top-tier journals such as the Harvard Business Review, 

Long Range Planning, Sloan Management Review, Journal of Management Studies, Academy 

of Management Review, Journal of Business Strategy, Strategic Management Journal and 

Management Science Management Studies, Academy of Management Review, Journal of 

Business Strategy, Strategic Management Journal and Management Science. 

  

Planners and managers considered strategic planning practices necessary techniques to “guide 

their organisations through the challenges of the 20th century and help them to position their 

organisations to benefit from the opportunities that would emerge in the 21st century” 

(Howes, 2014, p. 49). Maintaining consistency between objectives and resources on the one 

hand and the fluctuating environment on the other is one of the purposes of strategic planning 

(Wendy, 1997). Furthermore, Poister (2010) emphasises that strategic planning must play a 

more important role in the future “if public managers are to anticipate and manage change 

adroitly and effectively address new issues that are likely to emerge with increasing rapidity” 

(p. 1). The widespread publication of work and case studies highlights the importance of 

strategic planning and the success achieved by commercial businesses, which have gradually 
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confirmed the position of the term ‘strategic planning’ as part of the international 

management literature and discourse. 

 

According to Poister (2010), in order to proactively achieve strategic goals and objectives as 

well as to make strategy more meaningful in the future, it is paramount to transition from 

strategic planning to the broader process of strategic management, “which involves managing 

an agency’s overall strategic agenda on an ongoing rather than an episodic basis, as well as 

ensuring that strategies are implemented effectively” (p.1). To proactively achieve strategic 

goals and objectives in the future, it is important to make a change in emphasis from the 

principle of performance measurement to the more involving process of performance 

management.   

 

Heracleous (1998) suggests that strategic planning has evolved considerably since its 

inception in the second half of the twentieth century. There has been a shift from planning 

responsibility being in the hands of staff to line managers. Strategic planning has also saw the 

decentralisation of planning to business units, and there has been greater attention paid to 

environmental shifts, a more sophisticated selection of planning techniques, and more 

attention to organisation and culture as vital implementation factors. The mixed views 

regarding the definition of strategic planning echoes Tromp and Ruben’s (2010) observations, 

who considered strategic planning a complex process for many organisations, including 

HEIs. 

 

2.4 Strategic thinking and strategic planning 

 

Bryson, Crosby, and Bryson (2009) suggest that strategic thinking should be embedded in the 

process of strategic planning. They also highlight the need to be responsive and flexible. 

“Effective strategic planning is actually a complex cognitive, behavioural, social and political 

practice in which thinking, acting, learning, and knowing matter, and in which some 

associations are reinforced, others are created, and still others are dropped in the process of 

formulating and implementing strategies and plans . . . further that the more strategic 

planning is reduced to a rigid sequence of steps entailing essentially impossible-to-meet 

information, power, and authority demands, the more likely it is a foregone conclusion that 

studies will show it fails” (Bryson, Crosby, and Bryson, 2009, p. 176). Similarly, Andersen et 

al. (2014) encouraged organisations to embed risk management as an essential part of 

strategic thinking and consider their responses to strategic exposures, including financial, 

competition, technology, and legal and regulatory risks.  
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Drucker (1954) emphasised that strategic planning is an analytical process that focuses on 

making optimal strategic decisions. Taking a different view, strategic planning, as seen by 

Leslie (2008), is made up of ‘strategy’ and ‘planning’, where strategy facilitates the matching 

of the organisation’s internal competencies and its external affairs (Kay, 1995), while 

planning entails the way this matching will be carried out. In addition, the importance of 

differentiating between the term ‘strategic thinking’ and ‘planning’ has been emphasised by 

Mintzberg (1994). “Strategic planning isn’t strategic thinking. One is analysis and the other is 

synthesis… planners shouldn’t create strategies, but they can supply data, help managers 

think strategically, and programme the vision. . .real strategic change requires inventing new 

categories, not rearranging old ones” (Mintzberg, 1994, p. 107-109). 

 

Snyder and Glueck (1980) devised a study to better understand how managers plan. Based on 

their findings, they offered the following definition for planning: “A planning programme is 

defined as those activities which are concerned specifically with determining in advance what 

actions and/or human and physical resources are required to reach a goal. It includes 

identifying alternatives, analysing each one and selecting the best one” (Snyder and Glueck, 

1981, p. 4). Their research outcomes challenge Mintzberg’s (1980) argument that managers 

do not plan. Mintzberg (1981) denied the fact that he offered a definition for planning. He 

later elaborated on his previous findings about the role of management in planning and 

argued that “the pressure of the managerial environment does not encourage the development 

of reflective planners, the classical literature notwithstanding” (Mintzberg, 1981, p. 319). 

This resonates with the findings of Kaplan and Norton (2005), wherein 50% of leaders spent 

no time discussing their strategies, as well as the findings of Darabos (2013) that 

organisations do not spend enough time on their strategic plans, which normally include 

arranging priorities and making challenging decision. 

 

Mintzberg (1981) argues that the position of planners and planning is not at the centre of the 

strategy- making process. Rather, they sit at both ends of the strategy making process. “At the 

front end, planners feed in ad hoc analysis to managers, who develop broad visions or 

strategies. And then at the back, output, or end, where necessary, the planners programme the 

consequences of these strategies, turning them into systematic plans. However, the heart of 

the process is reserved for managers using less formal procedures” (Mintzberg, 1981, p. 323). 

The observations and ideas depicted by Mintzberg in his paper titled: What is Planning 

Anyway? (1981) influenced my thinking and resonated strongly with me as a reflexive 

practitioner and researcher of this subject, for example:  



 

 20 

One image I have of the planner is that person who sits quietly through an 

executive committee meeting while the managers make their decisions and 

symbolically throw each of them on the table when done. After everyone else has 

left, the chief executive turns to the planner, points to the mess on the table, and 

says: 'Can you pull all that together in a nice, neat package so that we can tell 

everyone what we have decided? 

This view is depicted in an example offered by Mintzberg (1981), where he considers the 

expansion of a retail business into a shopping centre as a strategy that springs in the head of 

the leader. However, the details of expansion (how many stores to open, and when and 

where) is something that planners can articulate and elaborate on. Mintzberg (1994) creates a 

clear distinction between strategic planning and strategic thinking and argues that when a 

strategy is conceived by its visionary leader, planning follows, and in the absence of a vision 

and leadership, planners tend to adapt old strategies including their competitors. Heracleous 

(1998) echoes this view and argues that when companies face turbulence, such as weak 

performance, they tend to adopt “an already determined strategic direction . . . that deals with 

extrapolations of the present and the past as opposed to focusing on how to reinvent the 

future” (p. 484). In the process of strategic planning, Mintzberg gives strategic thinking and 

processes greater weight than strategic planning tools, while Porter holds that analytical 

techniques enable strategic thinking and positioning (Heracleous, 1998). 

 

Snyder and Glueck’s main criticism of Mintzberg’s observations was based on his approach 

in recording individual activities and not linking these “individual activities into meaningful 

larger activities” (p. 6). They emphasised that planning should not be viewed as a separate 

recognisable act as suggested by Mintzberg, but rather it is part of every managerial act, 

function, and communication (Snyder and Glueck, 1980, p. 6). 

 

2.5 Strategic planning techniques 

 

The main contention surrounding strategic planning is the question of why some businesses 

are more successful than others (Magretta, 2012). This question led to the proliferation of 

work and theories to support strategic planning, such as the Strengths, Weaknesses, 

Opportunities and Threats (SWOT) Analysis, the Balanced Scorecard, and the Six Sigma 

systems. The works of Michael Porter, Competitive Strategy (1980), Competitive Advantage 

(1985) and Kaplan and Norton (1992) explain this point clearly. These techniques are still 

widely used in contemporary management practices to predict future opportunities and 

weaknesses and mitigate risk areas to support strategic investment and decision-making 

(Howes, 2014). For example, Dyson (2004) described how SWOT analysis was successfully 
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utilised to develop the University of Warwick’s strategic plan. In particular, Dyson (2004) 

highlighted the capabilities of SWOT analysis in integrating concepts from new approaches 

“such as resource and competency-based planning and scenario development” while 

maintaining “internal and external factors in focus simultaneously” (p. 638). However, 

Mintzberg would posit the question of whether it was strategic planning and the SWOT 

analysis technique that conceived the “intended strategy” for Warwick or whether the 

strategic planner’s role was to “elaborate the consequences of an intended strategy already 

conceived” (Mintzberg, 1981, p. 322).  

 

In 1992, Kaplan and Norton developed one of the most successful strategic management 

techniques. The Balanced Scorecard system was designed to help organisations ’translate 

strategy into action’ (Kaplan and Norton, 1992). Although the system is still widely available 

and used by businesses worldwide, it is criticised for not acknowledging the inputs from the 

extended value chain of the organisation, in addition to its failure to recognise that key 

performance measures are two-way transactions (Howes, 2014; Atkinson et al., 1997). 

Kaplan and Norton (1992) defended their system by arguing that most businesses view the 

balanced scorecard as a project and fail to elevate their balanced scorecard project team into a 

new corporate-level office which they call the Office of Strategy Management (OSM).  

 

2.6 The role and position of strategic planners 

 

Kaplan and Norton (2005) urged businesses to establish a dedicated unit within their 

organisational structure with the overall responsibility of managing the business strategy and 

providing central leadership and coordination to mitigate poor strategy implementation. They 

identified nine functions which the OSM can maintain within an organisation. Figure 1 

summarises these practices. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: The Office of Strategy Management – Roles and Responsibilities (Source: 

Kaplan and Norton 2005) 
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Kaplan and Norton (2005) described the OSM as a small unit made of ten or fewer people 

tasked to manage the corporate strategy on behalf of the organisation and its busy managers. 

Whereas Williams (2010) reported that the UN General Secretary Strategic Planning Unit 

(SPU) was initially comprised of a small team of three professionals and then grew to include 

11 professionals when it reached maturity. Similarly, the HESPA Planning Remit survey 

2020 indicated that 60% of UK universities' strategy and planning offices have 10 or less 

employees (Figure 2).   

Figure 2: HESPA 2020 SPO team size in UK public universities (Source: 

www.hespa.ac.uk) 

 

The core responsibilities of the OSM entail facilitating and coaching the executive team 

through the process of translating the strategy into the scorecard map and agreeing upon 

targets and strategic initiatives, creating focus and consistency across the organisation, and 

supporting the CEO in shaping the strategic agenda and ensuring that action plans were 

carried out (Kaplan and Norton, 2005).  

Williams (2010) discusses the roles and responsibilities of the strategic planning unit in the 

office of the UN Secretary General. He (2010) concluded that strategic planners contribute to 

the development of initiatives, provide support in setting priorities, reports, and 

communication. Other responsibilities include staying abreast with academic communities 

and national think tanks and organising seminars and workshops to stimulate thinking and 

other priorities.    

The nine responsibilities of the OSM described by Kaplan and Norton (2005) and the SPU 

functions in the UN Secretary General office described by Williams (2010) support Porter’s 

concept on the role of strategic planning in providing the analytical tools in order to enable 

strategic thinking. Both the work of Kaplan and Norton (2005) and Williams (2010) 
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emphasise the importance of the development of a dedicated unit to support strategic 

planning (OSM or SPU). And both support Mintzberg’s (1981) initial thought regarding the 

difficulty for managers to effectively plan due to the pressured nature of their role and the 

need for planners to coordinate and correctly programme their actions and thinking.  

The key words that were used throughout the work of Williams (2010), Kaplan and Norton 

(2005) to describe the responsibilities of OSM and SPU included: support, draft, prepare, 

align, review, coordinate, maintain, liaise, and convene. It is clear that these responsibilities 

were not behind the strategic thinking which conceived the strategic idea. For example, the 

SPU was involved in the conception of the main strategic initiatives of Annan’s tenure as 

Secretary General (Williams, 2010), which is the closest possible position to strategy 

formation as it involves a great deal of thinking and studies on key policy topics; however, 

the initial entrepreneurial strategic thinking remained in the mind of Secretary General Kofi 

Annan. This assumption resonates with Mintzberg’s (1994) views that even when planners sit 

at the heart of the strategy development process, they are not the originators of the initial 

strategic thinking. Planners sit at the edges where their role is limited to feeding into ad hoc 

analysis to senior managers and to programming the outcomes of strategic actions/thinking.  

The UK 2020 HESPA planning remit bi-annual survey of 116 SPOs indicates similar 

responsibilities to Kaplan and Norton (2005) and Williams (2010), where they have prime 

(core), shared (desirable), and contributory (integrated) roles. Table 1 shows that amongst the 

top prime responsibilities are: Internal performance monitoring and KPI, external competitor 

analysis, business planning, and risk management, all of which are key principles of strategic 

planning. 

Table 1: HESPA 2020 Planning Remit Biannual survey (Source: www.hespa.ac.uk) 
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The previous sections offer literature reviews on different perspectives of strategic planning 

and the challenges for planners as discussed by numerous authors. Strategic planning 

involves choosing a strategy that can make critical predictions about the future (Allison and 

Kaye, 2011). Therefore, taking new initiatives, changes, acquisitions, and making decisions 

are all part of strategic planning, which also come with risks. In the absence of a strong 

understanding of the risks that are associated with the process of strategic planning, 

organizations may be at risk of being exposed to threats in the process of strategy execution 

(Cokins, 2009). Therefore, it is important to incorporate risk analysis and management in the 

strategic planning process. The following section discusses this aspect in detail.  

 

2.7 Strategic planning and risk management 

 

An effective risk management framework is widely recognised as a key element of ‘good 

corporate governance’ of a successful university (Ariff et al., 2014).  However, before 

assessing the involvement of strategy and planning offices in the management of institutional 

risk, we need to understand the basic definition of risk.  

 

While risk is defined as the “effect of uncertainty on objectives”, risk management refers to 

the organisational culture, structural arrangements, and business processes that are in place to 

help realise the desired objectives and opportunities “whilst managing adverse effects” (MS 

ISO 3100:2010, cited in Ariff et al., 2014, p. 424). Andersen et al. (2014) argue that there is 

no consensus on the definition of risk, and the main assumption made is that risk is linked to 

human expectations and the probability of loss and danger. The challenge is that all current 

definitions label risk as negative, which is not factual and reduces risk management to simply 

Prime Shared Contributory Remote Blank

Internal performance monitoring/KPIs 74 10 4 0 12

External competitor analysis/benchmarking 59 20 6 0 15

Student intake target setting/modelling 54 22 3 7 14

Business planning/Planning round 50 31 3 3 13

Statutory returns 43 28 10 3 16

Horizon scanning/interpreting impact of HE policy 43 26 14 3 14

Risk management 42 3 20 12 23

Decision support through reporting 42 31 9 4 14

Strategy formulation 37 19 27 3 14

Market research/surveys (NSS, DLHE, PTES) 27 28 22 7 16

Project management/change 17 20 25 14 24

Student fee policy/fee setting 15 10 34 14 27

Internal audit 9 10 15 20 46

Resource allocation model/charging model 8 17 28 19 28

University governance support/secretariat 8 9 21 22 40

To prepare business cases or bids for new activity 6 29 34 13 18

Planning or forecasting capital or space requirements 5 16 30 22 27

Planning or forecasting research income 4 15 19 30 32

Research management/REF 4 3 21 28 44

Planning or forecasting human resources 3 11 28 23 35

Level of Responsibility %
HE Planning Functions
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risk mitigation. In this sense, Andersen et al. (2014) argue that what defines risks is its 

possible impact on the ability of an enterprise to meet its strategic objectives, and when risk 

or risk-taking is defined with the view of where there is an opportunity, there is a threat and 

vice versa. This view of risk offers a more comprehensive explanation, as every definition, 

action, or ideology has its own positives and negatives (Andersen et al., 2014). 

 

Risk management is equally concerned with minimising and eliminating hazards and 

evaluating the risk necessary to be taken to achieve strategic objectives (Ariff et al., 2014). 

Depending on their downside or upside outcomes, risks and responses to risks can be 

classified and assessed in different ways. For example, uncertainty is a higher risk factor for 

operational and strategic risks compared with hazard and financial risks, and hence 

necessitates different approaches to mitigate. Andersen et al., (2014) argue that while hazard 

and financial risks can be mitigated through prevention, preparedness and imposing financial 

limits, operational and strategic risks are usually more difficult to mitigate. This is due to 

uncertainty associated with the management of internal processing and capabilities as well as 

a number of environmental factors. Therefore, applying general risk management frameworks 

to mitigate risk may not be sufficient, organisations will need to consider “inherent 

flexibilities with alternative strategic options for future responses” (Andersen et al., 2014. 

p.136) such as scenario planning, reasoning, and active learning are also required in order to 

engage with risks.        

 

2.7.1 Relevance of Enterprise risk management (ERM) 

 

Enterprise risk management (ERM) has been substantially associated with business 

management since the last two decades and has added remarkably to the corporate 

governance practices across the world (Blaskovich and Taylor, 2011). In contrary to the 

conventional risk management techniques where risks are acknowledged and countered upon 

in silos, in ERM, the relevance is given to strategic risk planning (Lermack, 2008, p. 2). ERM 

is perceived as “a comprehensive and integrated framework” (Lam J, 2003. Cited in 

Andersen et al, 2014, p. 69) and “a central part of any organisation’s strategic management” 

(Andersen et al, 2014, p. 69). This definition recognises ERM as a systematic process of 

identifying risks associated across a portfolio of activities with the objective of achieving 

sustained gain with each activity. It is argued that ERM might enhance the prospects of 

attaining organisational aims by associating them with identification of risk, risk assessment 

and integrating them with strategic planning (Abraham, 2013). The literature highlights a 

number of benefits of ERM as a comprehensive framework that helps organisations 
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characterize risk appetite and risk tolerance levels (Fraser, Simkins, and Narvaez, 2015) and 

promote innovation identifying opportunities (Culp, 2013). Irrespective of a defined 

framework, most risk management processes follow a similar pattern as shown in Figure 3, 

(a) recognition of risks (b) identification of risks, (c) evaluation of risk, (d) mitigating risks, 

(e) reporting risk and finally (f) monitoring and reviewing process of risk management 

(Ruzic-Dimitrijevic and Dakic, 2014). 

 

Strategic risk management is a key element of enterprise risk management, which 

traditionally focuses on financial and operational risks. Strategic management of risk is a 

process for quantifying, identifying, and mitigating any kind of risk, which are usually 

integrated into the business strategy, strategy execution and strategic objectives. Strategic 

risks are influenced by factors, including changes in the regulatory or legal environment, 

shifts in consumer demands and choices, competition, merger, and integration, change at 

senior management level as well as risk of technology change (Hillson and Murray-Webster, 

2017). Strategic risk management suggests a holistic and methodical management of risk, 

which involves identifying and implementing the appropriate mitigating strategies as well as 

constantly reviewing and recommending improvements to the risk management program 

(Trieschmann and Gustavson 1998).       

 

Figure 3: ISO 31.000 Enterprise Risk Management Process. (Cited in Andersen et al, 

2014. p.73) 
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2.7.2 Risk management culture 

 

The risk culture has been defined as “the values, beliefs, knowledge and understanding about 

risk shared by a group of people with a common purpose, in particular, the employees of an 

organisation or of teams or groups within an organisation” (The Institute of Risk 

Management, 2012, p. 7). The most challenging task for any organisation during strategic 

risk management is to evaluate the level of risk awareness amongst its people and their 

readiness to face uncertainties (Aldrich and Auster, 1986). In the absence of core values and 

principles guiding the risk culture within an organisation, people in any organisation may be 

involved in activities without being aware of the organisation’s strategic aims. Therefore, 

when risks or opportunities emerge, organisations may fail to respond quickly and may risk 

losing their competitive edge (Andersen et al., 2014).  

 

Risk culture plays a significant role in risk-taking, as organisations might instigate or oppose 

risk-taking depending on the manner of how they are configured. Generally speaking, larger 

organisations tend to avoid risk, whereas smaller organisations are comparatively better at risk-

taking. Andersen et al. (2014) argue that organisations differ in their capacity to cope and deal 

with the future ‘unpredictability’ and ‘uncertainty’ including those with effective risk managers 

in place, will find it difficult to collect information about unforeseeable uncertainties. In 

particular, effective risk-taking organisations must have their risk analysts or key ‘boundary-

spanners’ to be constantly engaged in collecting and interpreting emerging risk events, whom 

they will relay to their senior executives as needed.  

 

2.7.3 Integrating risk management and strategic planning  

 

The strategic planning process will usually involve the analysis of the environmental factors 

including resources. This is followed by a strategic plan, which sets clear strategic objectives, 

how these objectives will be achieved and measured as well as the allocation of resources to 

enable the achievement of the institutional vision (Achampong, 2010). The analysis of the 

environmental factors involves the assessment of external and internal risk factors including 

shifting priorities in government and regulatory policy or natural disasters. The 

accomplishment of an organisation’s strategic goals including its financial viability can be 

compromised if uncertainties are not identified, planned, and managed strategically. In this 

sense, risk management comprises the managerial functions of “planning, organizing, 

leading, and controlling activities in a firm relative to specified risks with a view to reducing 

their cost to the firm in order to maximize the firm’s value” (Achampong, 2010, p. 23). In the 
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HE literature, risk management has traditionally been associated with the management of 

crisis and regulatory compliance and does not take into account the management of 

opportunities as well as minimising hazards and uncertainties (Cassidy et al., 2001). 

 

The traditional strategic planning frameworks such as simple SWOT analysis or a more 

holistic approach of the balanced scorecard, fail to address risks essentially and to incorporate 

strategic risk management as an integral part of the strategic planning process (Abraham, 

2013). However, aspects and practices of effective risk management frameworks in HEIs are 

not well established and developed compared to for-profit organisations (Ariff et al., 2014). 

In a 2009 study that examines the engagement of senior HE administrators in the 

management of risk in the United States, the results suggested that 60 percent of the senior 

managers were not engaged in a holistic strategic assessment process to identify risks, and 

only 5 percent of the respondents said that their institutions have mitigating practices that 

promote the success of their missions (Association of Governing Boards of Universities and 

Colleges and United Educators (2009), cited in Achampong, 2010). However, as regulators 

introduce more standards to mitigate risks for stakeholders, the expectation is that 

organisations will implement formal systems embedded within their formal structures and 

strategic planning with the aim to assess and mitigate risks (Deloitte, 2017).  

 

Effective implementation of risk management is best when linked to the organisational 

strategic plans and its business continuity management. As risk management is concerned 

with threats and potential opportunities, institutions tend to coherently link their strategic 

plans and associated performance measures together with the organisational risk management 

process. For example, target setting, performance assessment, and business planning are 

developed with an eye on the threats and opportunities within the surrounding environment in 

which the organisation operate (Birch et al., 2018). However, for risk management to become 

an essential strategy, it must be aligned with wider strategic planning processes. These 

include decision-making, strategy development and implementation, financial management 

and project execution, and business planning. In such a scenario, risk management becomes a 

complementary addition to strategic planners, providing a holistic approach, as HE 

organizations have integrated this role within the organizational culture and all levels of 

management are assessing their risk potential (Birch et al., 2018). 

 

Andersen et al. (2014) argue that the processes of strategic planning and risk management 

“can be combined into a single framework” (p. 159) or at least linked to exploit opportunities 

and efficiencies that can be achieved by “undertaking a joint data collection and analysis” (p. 
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159). To realize the benefits of the planned strategic initiatives, organisations will need to 

mitigate risks while developing their strategic plans. For example, the analysis of SWOT 

suggests an underlying discussion about risks, including the identification of internal and 

external environmental risks and the strategies to deal with such risks (Andersen et al., 2014). 

 

The integration of risk management and strategic planning into one synchronised and holistic 

process will “create a synergistic effect that leverages the benefits of both processes and 

makes them mutually reinforcing” (Achampong, 2010, p. 23). Incorporating risk management 

into strategic planning process will maximise institutional value through risk management 

and set its strategic objectives through strategic planning. 

 

The above sections discussed strategic risk management in the context of known threats e.g., 

financial, environmental, regulatory threats or changes. In these circumstances, organisations 

and managers will usually employ systems, tools, resources, and time to navigate through 

risks and identify opportunities. They are able to adjust their strategic plans in light of new 

situations and develop new emerging strategies. However, certain threats are unknown, 

unexpected, and come as a surprise. Moreover, a good example is a disease outbreak such as 

a pandemic. It is impossible to expect when this will happen except for waiting for some 

people to get ill (Henig, 1993). The rigidity of formal risk management and strategic planning 

practices are not effective in these situations. In the next section, the work of Karl Weik 

‘Managing the Unexpected’ (2015), will be unpacked to understand the concept of High 

Reliability Organisations (HROs) and criteria for resilient systems.  

  

2.7.4 Resilient systems 

 

There are several definitions for resilience in the literature, and all talk about the same 

concept of ‘the ability to return to the status quo after a disturbing event’ (Marks, 2021). The 

meaning of such definition goes beyond dealing with unexpected disasters. Resilience is 

focused on building sustainable capacity to understand risk and avoid damage and recover 

and survive from unexpected disasters. To do this, organisations must identify, assess, 

communicate, and plan for risks that may come in the future. In doing so, resilient systems 

can continue to perform as needed following a disaster or a disruption to their functions. This 

is because they are able to effectively adjust their operations before, during, and after a 

misshape or disturbances. Fundamentally, resilience is the “intrinsic ability of an organisation 

(system) to maintain or regain a dynamically stable state, which allows it to continue 
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operations after a major mishap and/or in the presence of a continuous stress” (Weick and 

Stucliffe, 2015, p. 12)  

  

Weick and Stucliffe (2015) argue that when surprises occur, organisations’ ability to respond 

will depend on ensuring that their knowledge is transformed in two ways: (a) knowledge has 

to be well-maintained in texts that ensure retain shared understandings (b) that there is 

someone to express that knowledge on behalf of the network. These points highlight the 

importance of flexible structures, cultures and awareness, skilled resources and expertise, and 

training to achieve effective resilience. 

  

Good performance in well-structured organisations is often attributed to structures, which 

comprise rules, formal processes, hierarchical positions, regulations, rigid plans, and self-

organising networks of expertise. However, inflexible systems can expose organisations to 

unexpected threats and errors at all levels: higher and lower the hierarchy, making the issue 

bigger and harder to understand. Therefore, the way in which coordination is achieved, can 

have a dramatic effect on how organisations can deal with the unexpected. In HROs, 

decisions and authority migrate to individuals with the best knowledge and expertise 

regardless of their rank. To do this, organisations need to identify where experts are, find the 

means to engage them, and most importantly loosen the rigid structures and hierarchy for 

ease of communication. Weick and Stucliffe (2015) argue that this loosening of hierarchical 

barriers “represents a collective cultural belief that the necessary capabilities lie somewhere 

in the system and the migrating problems will find them” (p.115). 

 

Resilient organisations are not without errors, but they are not disabled by errors (Weik and 

Sutcliffe, 2015). They enjoy the flexibility to deal with a series of interruptions and 

recoveries constantly. Interruptions force HROs to stretch but without reaching the point of 

breaking. Whereas during the recovering phase, they are able to bounce back from the stretch 

to somewhere similar to what they started with. Weick and Stucliffe (2015) made a set of 

recommendations for organisations that lack the resilience to deal with unexpected events.  

He emphasised the importance of retaining expertise that increases organisational resilience 

and ‘repertoire of responses’. Improving the capacity to carry out quick study, learn about 

new situations and visualise detailed next steps are all essential characteristics of resilient 

systems. The increased capacity to respond, requires deep and broad knowledge. Therefore, 

Weick and Stucliffe (2015) stressed the vital role of training to “increase people’s response 

repertoires” and “enlarges the range of issues that they notice and can deal with (p. 110). By 
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doing so, people are equipped with the necessary knowledge and resources that decrease 

surprises and encourage people to act while thinking.  

 

Finally, resilience effectiveness depends on the ability to inspire a large number of people to 

act correspondingly to achieve collective sustained responses (Barry Turner, 1997). 

According to O’Reilly (1989), for a strong, unified, and mindful culture to withstand, it is 

essential for senior management to ‘convey a clear preference in its beliefs, values, and 

actions’ credibly, consistently and fairly. 

 

2.8 Strategic planning and risk management in Higher Education 

 

2.8.1 Overview of the Higher edcuarion sector in the UK 

 

Historically, the higher education sector in the UK was divided into two main groups of 

institutions, the first were institutions that offered more traditional academic courses, and the 

second were the polytechnics, which provided vocational and professional higher education. 

The division between universities and polytechnics remained until the Further and Higher 

Education Act 1992 brought all directly funded institutions into a single sector (European 

Commission website, 2019). Employing the 1992 Act, the British government granted 

university status to 35 former polytechnics and colleges of higher and further education with 

the same funding and quality assurance arrangements. However, there remained some 

distinctions between pre-1992 universities, typically more research-intensive, and those 

established after the 1992 Act, which may be less research-intensive, and typically offer a more 

comprehensive range of vocational courses. This division had become less apparent in the 21st 

century, when a further 31 universities were created between 2000 and 2013, collectively 

referred to as ‘post-92’ or ‘modern’ universities, despite that many of them have long and well-

established histories as vocational institutions. 

 

In the view that the higher education sector must serve the needs of the national economy by 

preparing students for their future roles as employees, the government perceived that 

institutions and staff were failing in these respects. This problem catalysed the changes to the 

funding regime, which began when it was decided in 1997 to charge tuition fees to 

undergraduates with emphasis on the employment benefits for graduates of a BA or BSc 

holders, which ‘has got stronger and stronger since then to the extent that higher education is 

portrayed as a private and not a public good’ (Mass Higher Education in England—a Success 

Story?, Penny Welch, 2021). The graduate employability context is a significant external factor 
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that has placed a greater expectation on institutions to provide appropriate provisions to enable 

graduates to find beneficial employment when leaving university. Students favourably perceive 

providers, which ensure that they receive a better return on their investment and mitigate the 

potential risk of unemployment. Graduate employment metrics such as the Destination of 

Higher Education Leavers Survey (DHLE) or currently Graduate Outcomes (GO) have carried 

significant attention recently as an indication of institutions’ effectiveness toward this end 

(Alves , MG, Tomlinson, M, 2020). 

 

Currently, higher education in the UK is delivered by various organisations, including 

universities and further education colleges that offer some form of higher education 

provision. The primary focus of this research is on higher education providers with degree 

awarding powers which are referred to collectively as Higher Education Institutions (HEIs). 

166 institutions have their own degree awarding powers, the majority of which also have 

‘university’ titles, and there are over 250 further education colleges offering some form of 

higher education provision.  

 

The majority of HEIs receive some public funding, which is considerably reduced since the 

introduction of tuition fees. Independent Funding Councils manage public funds received by 

HEIs for Scotland, Wales, the Department for Employment and Learning in Northern Ireland 

and the Office for Students in England. These independent bodies and funding councils have 

a responsibility to guide and monitor the institutions' performance and provide financial 

support to institutions. 

 

According to the Universities UK organisation, 165 higher education institutions in the UK in 

2018-19 academic year returned data to the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA). 

2.38 million students studied at higher education institutions across the four nations: England 

82%, Scotland 11%, Northern Ireland 2%, and Wales 5%. The UK higher education sector 

employs 211,980 academic staff, of which 30.8% are non-UK nationals (17.7% EU and 13.1 

non-EU). Non-academic staff are slightly more, at 217,580 with only 10.5% non-UK 

nationals. In 2017−18, the total reported income of UK higher education institutions was 

£38.2 billion. Tuition fees (21.1 billion) have become the dominant form of income over the 

past decade, rising from £3,000 per year to £9,000 per year in 2012. while £4.5 billion came 

from knowledge and exchange activities. The total operating expenditure was £37.2 billion. 

This includes £20 billion spent on direct teaching and research activity and £3.4 billion spent 

on libraries, IT, and museums. (Universities UK)  
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The UK consists of four nations, England, Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland and 

therefore, the higher education policy is developed independently in each of the four nations. 

For example, the Scottish Government, Welsh Assembly Government, and the Northern 

Ireland Executive have specific and differing responsibilities for certain parts of higher 

education and student policies. Appendix 1 summarises each higher education system's key 

characteristics in each of the four nations in the UK. 

 

2.8.2 Strategic planning and decision making in Higher Education 

 

The challenges created by the changes within the HE environment have augmented and 

complicated institutional governance and the decision-making process (Divjak, 2016). The 

introduction of strategic planning into HEIs was seen as the direct response to the challenges 

facing HEIs (Immordino et al., 2016). Divjak (2016) argues that strategic planning and 

thinking have been beneficial to HEIs since its introduction towards the end of the twentieth 

century. However, a different view suggests that strategic planning was mostly challenged by 

the institutions that are likely to benefit from its introduction (Sevier, 2000).  

 

Early studies and approaches to strategic planning in HE were first offered by Doyle and 

Lynch (1978), Kotter and Murphy (1981), Maassen and Potman (1990), and Conway, 

Mackay, and York (1994). A customer-focused strategic planning approach was offered by 

Conway, Mackay, and York (1994), emphasising the vital role of the mission statement in 

guiding staff to develop cross-institution marketing strategies and enhance overall 

institutional performance. A university mission statement emphasises the sense of purpose 

and addresses the issues of why the organization exists and whom it serves (Pearce, 1982). 

Cowburn notes the similarities in institutional mission statements at British HEIs ‘to be 

‘world-class,’ excelling in teaching and research – but also aim to offer flexible types of 

education for students of all ages and backgrounds, in addition to serving the local region’ 

(Cowburn, 2006, p. 104). Cowburn questions if it is true that HEIs honestly claim to excel in 

everything and how often do they review progress towards goals of becoming a’world-class’ 

university?.  

 

Doyle and Lynch’s (1978) approach to strategic planning was focused on decisions related to 

the prioritisation of resources according to the type of courses on offer, the size of their 

market share, performance, and profitability. However, this corporate-focused approach, 

which was applied by many HEIs in the UK, does not “take into consideration the 

disciplinary and academic development benefits the courses bring to students” (Howes, 2014, 
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p. 54). Kotter and Murphy (1981) offered a different perspective to strategic planning in 

British HE, which emphasised the importance of academic culture and academic freedom. 

They argued that in order for universities to face the challenges of the HE environment, it is 

imperative to work with academics to develop evaluation tools and market-focused strategies 

relevant to academic activities (Kotter and Murphy, 1981).  

 

Keller offered the first work on strategic planning in the United States, titled Academic 

Strategy, in 1983. Keller (1983) argues that in order to develop effective academic strategy 

and improve financial performance, university and college leaders must apply modern 

management and strategic planning principles, such as “venture capital funds, consultants, 

and an academic management and a strategic decision-making executive professional 

development programme” (Cited in Howes, 2014, p. 168-169). Fifteen years after Keller’s 

(1983) work, an important work by Rowley, Lujan, and Dolence (1997) acknowledged that 

the rational business approach to strategic planning, which relies on the central control of the 

planning process, is problematic for American universities and colleges. They emphasised the 

limitations of this approach because it focuses only on the financial elements of the strategy, 

such as budget planning and the allocation of resources. Their view of effective strategic 

planning in American universities and colleges is based on applying new models of strategic 

planning that distribute control over the academic planning process across the institution. 

Similarly, Birnbaum (2000) argues that strategic planning disturbs academic values. Kotler 

and Murphy (1982) argue that only a few HEIs spend time doing long-range planning where 

they constantly develop and maintain a strategic fit between their institutions and the 

changing marketing opportunities. Most colleges and universities do not have an established 

strategic planning capacity as they generally only excel at budgeting and scheduling and 

short-range planning, e.g., recruitment and programme modifications. 

 

Shirley (1983) identifies six critical strategic decision areas that a university should address: 

(1) institutional mission; (2) the target groups of customers; (3) the objectives that the 

institution must accomplish to fulfill its mission and serve the needs of its customers; (4) the 

programmes and services offered order to achieve its goals and objectives; (5) the 

geographical service area; (6) the competitive advantage over competitors. However, it is 

noticeable that Shirely and Conway et at.; did not mention regulatory bodies, e.g., OfS, as 

critical players and influencers of strategic decisions in HE. The response to changing 

environment, which is largely influenced by changes in regulatory environment, can directly 

impact institutional strategy in the UK higher education systems. In the past, local authorities 

were key customers for universities, including students and employers. Today, funding 
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councils and OfS expect HEIs to have a clear mission statement and long-term objectives 

with defined goals, indicators, benchmarks, and monitoring systems to review progress 

towards achieving these goals. By accepting funding councils' strategic priorities as their 

own, HEIs are forced away from proactive strategic thinking as they end up engaged in the 

details of OfS outcomes and targets while neglecting institutional development (Cowburn, 

2006).  

 

Decision-making throughout the literature involves three fundamental steps, these are: 

identification of a problem, the selection of alternative options, and the implementation of the 

decision. Creative and fluid decision-making becomes particularly important when 

organisations and their environments are changing. As far as decision-making is concerned, 

Universities are described as “organised anarchies” (Cohen, March et al. 1972). Therefore, 

effective decision-making in higher education must have sensitivity to academic performance 

and ensure the academic community’s involvement, particularly for decisions that affect 

them. Institutional missions will only be achieved when all stakeholders are provided with the 

opportunity to engage at an early stage in strategy formulation (Cowburn, 2006). For 

example, the Deans’ role is critical to effective decision-making, and they should be part of 

the central decision-making process to act as an effective interface between the centre and the 

departments. However, new managerialism, with its clear corporate steer and quantification 

of objectives, favours structured decision-making over a collegial management model. The 

governance structure of the academic departments is based on the faculties, deans, and heads 

of academic departments who are mainly concerned with making decisions on matters related 

to “curriculum, marketing, student number, and student support, research priorities, staffing 

and staff roles, resources, workload allocation, space allocation, facilities and so on” (Strike 

and Swinn, 2018, p. 137). The literature suggests that their responsibilities are shifting as they 

are now accountable for matters related to their finances, budget spending, and expenditure.  

 

Sheard (2007) argues that at the centre of any organisation, the core group makes all the 

decisions. This does not mean that successful decision-making in higher education is all 

about high-profile and major decisions such as those requiring shifts in resources. Rather, 

decision-making in higher education is cumulative and based on getting a number of small 

decisions right within an agreed strategic framework and appropriate timeframe, which 

results in high performance (Shattock 2003). Senior managers attempt to create decision-

making structures and conditions that allow academic staff to work most creatively and 

constructively. However, structures of decision-making can result in a change in relationships 

and produce new group identities and loyalties. Furthermore, higher education administrators' 
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value and role as custodians of the institution’s regulations and information began to change 

when institutional structures and management responsibilities were moved outwards from the 

centre to manage environmental challenges. Administrative managers are required to produce 

fundamental information and shape institutional decision-making, rather than simply record 

information (Whitchurch 2007). 

 

2.8.3 Challenges facing Strategic Planning in HE 

 

Although strategic planning and its principles and approaches have gained momentum in 

HEIs worldwide, problems and challenges at both the planning and implementation levels 

have also been witnessed (AlDhaen, 2017). There is a growing need to understand how HEIs 

could utilise strategic planning effectively to respond to the challenges and uncertainties 

facing them. This section will explore both the internal and external challenges facing 

strategic planning in HE settings. 

 

Understanding the meaning and benefits of strategic thinking as an instinctive process was a 

key challenge for HEIs managers and academics (Sevier, 2000). Comparable findings were 

reported by Kaplan and Norton (2005), who considered the lack of awareness and 

understanding of the organisational strategy a primary reason for implementation failure. 

Pritchard et al. (2016) and Birnbaum (2001) suggest that there is no evidence that HEIs have 

successfully implemented their strategic plans. Strategy implementation is one of the main 

challenges in strategic planning for colleges and universities. Most strategic plans are generic 

and not detailed enough to enable effective implementation (Rowley and Sherman, 2001). In 

the commercial world, Kaplan and Norton (2005) argue that one reason for failed 

implementation is that 85% of employees are either not aware of or do not understand the 

strategy of their organisations.  

 

Market forces can have profound impacts on HEIs; hence they are fundamentally changing 

how they conduct and manage their activities. HEIs are adopting more proactive approaches, 

including strategic planning techniques, to be strategically positioned to seize opportunities 

and confront threats in an increasingly competitive and regulated environment. Taylor and 

Machado highlight that higher education planners and leaders with limited market-driven 

management experience turn to the planning consultants, mainly from the United States, for 

guidance and best practices in strategic planning. However, these consultants may lack an 

understanding of the European context and the nuances of the higher education culture in 

Europe and how it is different from those in the United States (Taylor and Machado, 2010).  
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Another challenge for strategy implementation is related to university leaders’ autonomy and 

influence. Tromp and Ruben (2010) argue that university leaders have few incentives and 

little autonomy to help them implement and communicate their strategic plans across the 

institution. As a result, they have found themselves in the default position of strategically 

planning and focusing on budget planning and resource allocations, which Rowley et al. 

(1997) have criticised. However, other authors argue that strategic planning could be utilised 

as means to motivate staff by having their input in the organisational vision, mission, and 

directions (Darabos, 2013).  

 

An important work by Zechlin (2010) examining strategic planning from HEIs around the 

world, suggested that a greater flexibility is needed for the general strategic planning model 

to suit academic institutions. Zechlin (2010) further highlighted the importance of engaging 

academics as universities’ most valuable asset in the planning process. Aligning the strategic 

objectives of central management with the objectives of the sub-units is essential to “clarify 

bilateral expectations and build internal consensus” (Zechlin as cited in Howes, 2014, p. 59). 

For example, a review of the University of Brighton's strategy found that the academic 

community does not feel well-informed about the University’s overall academic strategy, 

which resulted in misalignment between individual actions and priorities to the bigger 

institutional priorities (Watson 2000). For institutions to effectively develop and implement 

their strategic plans, staff at different levels of the decision-making structure need to be 

involved to ensure buy-in and avoid individual staff distancing themselves from institutional 

priorities and instead continue achieving their own goals.  

 

For HEIs, implementing the proper decision-making structure is critical for an effective 

strategic planning process. Although the ‘bottom up’ colleagial approach may have 

advantages over the ‘top-down’ approach, e.g., transparency and inclusion, both traditional 

management models are proving to be less effective in today’s HE sector in the UK. The 

‘bottom-up’ approach does not enable quick decision-making or seize new opportunities due 

to the varied views involved in decision-making. Furthermore, there is a correlation between 

academics’ income and their scientific achievements and the dependency of the university 

leaders on “the commitment and skills of their employees, which typically are focused more 

on their specialised fields than on the university as a whole” (Whitley, 2019, p. 19). 

Therefore, the university’s strategic autonomy and its leaders' ability to direct and coordinate 

the overall organisational activities are reduced, resulting in forcing out the entrepreneurial 
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vision (Whitley 2019; Mintzberg, 1981). However,  the ‘top-down decision-making by 

university chief executives also proved unpopular (Shattock, 2000). 

 

Finally, the lack of awareness of the overall institutional vision and priorities can be a real 

risk for successful strategic planning. When individuals, e.g., Heads of academic 

departments, focus their strategic thinking mainly on developing their section strategic plans, 

it is vital to ensure that their work is part of a broader institutional process and in 

communication with other sections to ensure alignment with other plans. Cowburn (2006) 

emphasises the importance of integrated planning processes where the individual units’ plans 

must be linked to the overall institutional priorities in a consistent and structured way. HEIs 

often separate academic planning decision-making from physical development and finance. 

One example of an academic department that intends to significantly increase student 

numbers when other units such as libraries plan to cut back on resources.   

 

2.8.4 Strategic risk management in the UK HE 

 

Risk management is a strategic tool used by HE leaders to maximize the likelihood of 

meeting their goals and improve institutional performance. Birch et al. (2018) makes risk 

management an essential strategy that can be aligned with wider strategic planning processes, 

including decision-making, strategy development and implementation, financial management, 

and project and business planning. Having a holistic risk management strategy enables 

originations including HEIs to be strategically focused while considering decisions across the 

various elements of the business. However, “effective risk management only occurs when 

they are integrated within the organizational culture” (Birch et al., 2018, p. 149). A holistic 

framework enables senior management to analyse the overall organization risk and manage 

individual areas based on the hierarchy of importance. Within a HEIs risk management 

professionals can be positioned within a range of professional service units, including 

strategy and planning units, finance, audit and assurance, human resources, and legal 

services. 

 

In a mature risk management framework, a range of tools and documents are usually used as 

part of formal processes to support identifying, managing, and recording individual risks. 

Effective risk management frameworks enable senior management to holistically view and 

assess the overall organisational risks and manage individual areas according to the hierarchy 

of importance and impact. However, in order for risk management to be effective, it needs to 

be part of the organisational culture” (Birch et al., 2018, p. 149). Therefore, managers at all 
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levels are required to deal with risks either as risk owners or risk managers. Usually, the risk 

registers should clearly outline the roles and responsibilities of each manager in order to 

manage the individual risks identified. Risk appetite is the level of risk an institution is 

willing to accept. For example, a board can agree that an institution’s finances can absorb a 

10% decline in student enrolment (Abraham, 2013). 

 

Leading the management of organisational risk within an HEIs would usually be the 

responsibility of the governing bodies, which approves institutional policies and strategies. 

Through regular monitoring and reviews, it should satisfy themselves that the organisation 

and staff are compliant by the agreed policies and strategies (Birch et al., 2018).  

Operationally, risk management professionals and practitioners in the UK, represented by the 

Higher Education Risk Management Network (2014), are usually responsible for ensuring the 

overall consistency and effectiveness of the risk management framework across the 

institution. They can be positioned within a range of professional service units, including 

strategy and planning units, finance, audit and assurance, human resources, and legal 

services. With an overarching view of the organisational structure and well connections to 

academic and professional services units, their key role is not to manage risk, instead to 

ensure that risk owners understand and fulfill their responsibilities. 

 

However, it is impractical to place risk into specific departments as they can encompass 

multiple departments, creating increasing challenges for decision-makers to make 

collaborative decisions to address risk. Tackling risk requires a nuanced demographic that 

must be employed from various backgrounds to help overcome individual human limitations 

(Andersen et al., 2014). Moreover, when taking the approach of understanding risk as 

encompassing various departments, this also allows individuals to greatly understand that all 

micro-decisions and actions within a corporation can affect the overall impact of the risk 

through an individual’s decision alone. If an individual does not have the foresight and 

understanding they will not be aware that their personal actions can work conflictingly with 

the overall strategic positions of the company (Andersen et al., 2014).  

 

Birch et al., (2018) argue that the links that exist between strategy and planning offices and 

risk management units are necessary. As strategy and planning offices are responsible for 

developing and coordinating risk management practices, they will often draw connections 

between management processes and the institutional strategy, including the associated 

decision-making processes, scoring mechanisms, and designing of the risk register. They may 
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also assume the responsibility of coordinating the risk management activities and reporting 

on risks and controls to relevant groups and committees such as the audit committee.  

 

2.8.5 Role of the executive group and governing body in the UK higher education sector 

 

The Committee of University Chairmen (CUC) Higher Education Code of Governance (the 

Code) emphasises the importance of ‘good governance’ and organisational structures that fit 

the overall intuitional goals. An effective governance structure is when the three central 

bodies of the institution play their role in delivering the intuitional mission and strategic plan. 

This entails that the accountable officer (Vice-chancellor), the governing body (council), and 

the academic board (senate) each play a role to “support each other and to keep other 

constructively check” (Strike and Swinn, 2018, p. 128). However, good governance is not 

indicative of success. A fit-for-purpose governance structure, which encourages meaningful 

engagements between individuals within each level of the structure, is an essential element 

for the success of the strategic planning process.  

 

The Vice-Chancellor is the HEI accountable officer and accountable to the governing body 

and other external agencies. The Vice-Chancellor’s main role is to provide leadership to “the 

HEI's academic affairs and executive management” (HEFCE, 2016, p. 9). The HEIs leaders 

are usually supported and guided by a group of executives who exercise delegated decision-

making authority on their behalf. They have a dual relationship within the administrative 

hierarchy as they depend on these groups for advice on strategic planning issues and have the 

authority to make collective decisions on behalf of the head of HEI and council.  

 

Lambert's report of 2003 has highlighted the government’s influence that encourages 

universities’ governing bodies to act like company boards (Shattock, 2004), where they were 

given the responsibility of creating and driving institutional strategy. The rationale behind 

this was the belief that governors who are well informed are more capable of designing the 

future strategic landscape than those directly involved in the management of the institutions. 

Governing body’s key responsibility is to set the strategic direction for an institution ensuring 

that the executives are held accountable for its delivery (Morgan, 2012).  This statement 

presents the difference between the strategic role played by the governing body and the 

delivery role played by the executive. The governing body was seeking a more prominent 

role in strategy formulation, and the responsibility of implementation of the strategy was on 

Vice-chancellors. However, the changes to the HE environment in which universities in the 

UK operate have increased the risk of market failure and financial risks but “reinforce the 
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power of the lay voice in strategy, as being more experienced in operating in a private market 

place” (Shattock, 2017, p. 391) and subsequently shift the balance of autonomy within the 

governing structures, giving Vice-chancellors and executives more authority.   

 

Furthermore, the introduction of national and international league tables such as The Times 

Good University Guide in 1992, the Shanghai Jiao Tong University Guide, and the Times 

Higher Education in 2004 has augmented competition, making league tables an important 

strategic component of HEIs (Haselkorn, 2011). More importantly, league tables play a key 

role in reinforcing the executive's authority over “the governing body on the one hand and the 

academic staff on the other hand” (Shattock, 2017, p. 392). The environmental pressures 

influenced by the state and market competition have forced a significant transfer of decision-

making autonomy within HEIs to senior executives (Deem et al., 2007; Shattock, 2017). This 

shift in power is evidenced in role changes within governing structures where “inner cabinets 

answerable to senates have become SMTs, administrators have become managers” (Shattock, 

2017, p. 388) 

 

Unfortunately, the cohesion of governing bodies has been neglected as a mission to 

accomplish as the unreformed academic boards in the UK HE sector with a focus on pre-

1992 HEI’s impede the effective involvement of its members in critical decisions that tend to 

move to executive committees or other groups (Shattock, 2003). This is slowly changing due 

to the recognition of not balancing the needs of administrative bodies as we see that since 

2009 changes to the UK political environment and UK HE sector that will lead to greater 

state intervention to align HEI’s mission with ‘greater political direction of institutional 

strategy and therefore planning’. (Strike and Swinn, 2018, p. 139). 

 

2.9 The emergence of new HE professionals 
 

The demand to balance responsiveness to the challenges of the ever-competitive external 

environment has forced universities to take a more accountable approach towards managing 

their operations. One measure includes reconsidering how academics and administrators 

should interact if universities are to survive the pressure from the external environment.  The 

disturbed and unpredictable HE climate placed professional service managers in leading roles 

to respond to the environmental challenges that have resulted in identity shifts. The 

emergence of specialist senior professional roles as legitimate partners in the strategic 

management of HEIs has directly reduced academic autonomy. It is fair to say that the 

empowerment of professionals in HE has been at the expense of academics (Gornall, 1999). 
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The complexity of the tasks which HEIs are increasingly managing has nurtured the 

emergence of the HE sector as a ‘project’ in its own right, requiring specialist professionals 

with management responsibilities in finance and HR as well as niche specialists working in 

research management and quality audit (Whitchurch, 2008).  

 

Generally speaking, professionalisation is usually associated with recognised professional 

bodies that can regulate, accredit and empower their affiliates. However, HE does not have a 

particular professional body as an overall umbrella for all sector members (Rixom, 2011), 

and the literature has few definitions for professionalisation in HE. The main criteria related 

to the rise of professionalisation in HE is the rise of a more  formal status and the increase in 

formal educational requirements for appointment (Gornitzka and Larsen, 2004; Rixom, 

2011).  

 

Establishing a shared body of knowledge with defined criteria, standardised skills, and 

service ethics that individuals must acquire will provide the autonomy necessary for shaping 

the occupational professionalisation in HE (Noordegraaf, 2007). The formation of 

professional associations, for example, the Academic Registrar’s Council (ARC), Higher 

Education Strategic Planners Association (HESPA), Student Records Officers Conference 

(SROC), and the Association of University Administrators (AUA), echo this shift. 

 

Adapting managerialist principles in HE has impacted the way academics and administrators 

operate. Administrators gain more power as the HE environment becomes increasingly 

complex, and accountability has become much broader, which has resulted in HEIs hiring 

autonomous specialists to look after them (Dobson, 2000). However, academics are more 

concerned about whether administrators are developing a distinct set of values different from 

those they should support, particularly when management values outweigh academic values, 

which most likely will result in hostile relationships (Becher and Kogan, 1992). While 

academics started to embrace entrepreneurial approaches to producing knowledge to 

safeguard core academic values, administrators, on the other hand, recognised that their roles 

as professionals are important to the success of their institutions and the whole HE sector 

(Kuo, 2009).  

 

The above challenges within the sector have necessitated the expansion of more specialised 

professional administrators and highly adaptable academic staff. Proper professionalisation 

enables institutions to have clear strategies, intelligent management capabilities, and an 

engaged culture across all areas. This shift has consequently resulted in decreased academic 
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autonomy favoring further regulatory forces pushing for more accountability (Scott 1995; 

Salter 2020; Shattock 2006), which is usually implemented and maintained by professional 

administrative staff.  

 

HEIs are required to respond according to the demands of their wide range of internal and 

external stakeholders. Different members and groups have different agendas within the 

organisation, and when they are combined with external agendas, they make academic 

missions rather complex. HEIs’ management must be culturally sensitive as they deal with 

conflicts between “academic and administrative viewpoints, working styles, goals and 

procedures” (Baldridge, 1983, p. 5). Therefore, basic elements of an organisational design 

such as “hierarchy, control, and accounting play important roles” (Sporn, 1999, p. 27). 

 

Whitchurch makes a case for developing the hybrid multi-professional staff who are equipped 

with specialist knowledge and transitional skills to operate as a “critical link” in both 

academic and professional domains (Whinchurch, 2004). Despite having different 

perspectives, academic and administrative managers share values and beliefs which constitute 

a community view, which is distinct from the values found in academic areas at the faculty, 

school, or department level, and has a bearing on decision making (Colville and Tomkins 

1994; Deem and Johnson 2000). However, an extensive study by Gornitzka and Larsen 

(2004) disputes the hybrid professionalism concept emphasising the clear boundaries between 

academic and administrative staff, in contrast with the increasing shifts in boundaries 

highlighted by Whitchurch.  

 

Gornall (2010) emphasises that new HE professionals usually come under a corporate rather 

than academic management.  Their wide range of specialist skills makes them a valuable, 

powerful, and “flexibelised” workforce, who, if they enjoy job security, can play a crucial 

role in sustaining change. However, as occupants of new spaces between academics and non-

academics (O’Neill 1994), new HE professionals do not have a well-established position in 

the current HE arena.  Hence, they can also be seen as “marginal” group when considering 

their insecure contracts and reduced integration into existing professional, staffing, and 

professional networks (Gornall 2010). A persuasive argument by Whitchurch (2006) is that 

administrative staff operating at the centre regard themselves as professional managers, 

whereas those positioned at the periphery perceive themselves as academic administrators. 

The seniority of the role and involvement in institutional projects and strategic thinking are 

other contributing factors.  
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The argument put forward by Strike et al. (2018) is that SPO as a function should be flexible 

and adaptable according to the changing demands of university leaders. The planning 

function’s scope and effectiveness are fluid and constantly changing to meet stakeholders and 

local demands. Yet, SPO functions are responsible for delivering clarity and transparency 

about institutional performance, strategic objectives, and outcomes. In this context, planners 

may have been perceived as analysts and administrators with unbounded roles or 

responsibilities. However, due to the changing regulatory and market environment, university 

leaders are increasingly looking for a more professionalised strategic planning function to 

support senior executives in strategy formulation, implementation, and performance 

monitoring. As a result, many HEIs have elevated the status of the planning function and 

appointed directors of strategy and planning who are officially members of any university's 

wider leadership team.   

 

Contracry to the recommendation of the Assocition of Institutional Research (AIR) calling 

for a unified IR model in the USA, Strike et al. (2018) in the UK consider the attempts to 

adopt a ‘one size fits all’ or a defined and bounded orgnisational model for SPO or 

Institutional Research  (IR) function, to be premature and danger for strategy and planning 

(SP) and IR. They claim that HEIs are unique in their challenges, maturity, and culture and, 

therefore, envision differing strategy and strategic priorities concepts. Therefore, SP and IR 

functions may need to be unbounded and adaptable to local priorities and requirements. They 

assume that a distinctive strength of strategy and planning is that it is ‘not being precisely 

functional bounded’, which provides management with clear choices as to whether or not to 

locate all or some of the planning activities together in the strategy and planning function. 

However, this approach underestimates the impact of inconsistent remits and structures on 

the identity of the planning function as a profession in HE. Finally, Strike et al. call for 

further research to establish whether strategy and planning is an immature function that is 

moving towards a more unified and coherent model in the future; or the function is mature, 

but its adaptability depends on the level of institutional causality between strategy, 

institutional scope, and structure.  

 

2.10 Organisational structure and the location of SPOs  

 

There are several reasons for choosing Mintzberg’s (1983) framework of organizational 

structure. First, Mintzberg’s (1983) conceptual framework provides a solid foundation to 

open the discourse on structural position in an organisation that greatly impact strategic 

planning and risk management. Mintzberg (1983) framework synthesizes leading theories of 
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an organisation from a wide variety of literature from political, social and economic domains. 

Furthermore, it can be used to understand the context of division and allocation of tasks and 

in identifying criteria for the involvement of individuals and units in strategic planning, 

decision making, and risk management within a HE institution in relation to their location 

within the organisational structure.  

 

2.10.1 Mintzberg’s concept of organisational structure 

 

The HE literature depicts HEIs as complex organisations due to having vague objectives 

(Cohen and March, 1974), loosely coupled structures (Weick, 1976), and contradictory 

functions (Castells, 2001). Organisations, including HEIs, need some form of mechanisms 

and structure to coordinate their work. To better understand the role of structural positions of 

units and individuals within an organisation, we need to know what literature is written about 

organizational structure in general and how this supports this study. For this purpose, we will 

unpack Henry Mintzberg’s (1983) five structures and design parameters. Here is how 

Mintzberg described organizational structure four decades ago, and I do not see any reason 

why this would not apply to today’s organizations too:  

 

‘The structure of an organization can be defined simply as the sum of the ways in 

which its labor is divided into distinct tasks and then its coordination is achieved 

among these tasks’ (Mintzberg 1983, p.2).  

 

Figure 4 below demonstrates Mintzberg’s model of organisational structure. Mintzberg 

(1983) breaks down the organisation into five structural components according to the role 

performed by each component. Management carefully configures these structural components 

differently to ‘capture and direct systems of flows and define interrelationships among 

different parts’ (Mintzberg, 1993, p.9). These parts vary in size and shape from one 

organization to another depending on the nature of the business, the environment, and the 

design configuration selected by management to achieve the organizational mission. At the 

heart of every organization an Operating Core exists, a group of people that do the job or 

service. These can be machine operators, doctors, engineers, or teaching professors whose 

work is usually coordinated by strategic Apex, Middle Line, and Techno-structure 

administrators. 

Figure 4: The structure of organisations. (Henry Mintzberg, 1983) 
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The strategic apex key role is to meet the organizational mission effectively. In a HE 

institution, strategic apex are governing bodies who are ultimately accountable for the 

development of the institutional strategy and its planning process (Strike and Swinn, 2018), 

while senior executives and academic boards provide leadership to “the academic affairs and 

executive management of the HEI” (HEFCE, 2016, p. 9). The middle line consists of the 

deans and the heads of academic departments who are the academic organs in any HEI and 

are mainly concerned with the governance and leadership of the academic affairs. They are 

responsible for making decisions on matters related to the academic portfolio development, 

“curriculum, marketing, student number and student support, research priorities, staffing and 

staff roles, resources, workload allocation, space allocation, facilities and so on” (Strike and 

Swinn, 2018, p. 137). However, they are increasingly becoming accountable for matters 

related to their finances, budgets, expenditures particularly where faculties manage many 

academic units.  

Techno-structure and support staff sit outside the mainstream of the strategic apex, middle 

line, and operating core. They provide support services to the three governing bodies, 

including teaching and research (Taylor, 1990).  They gain more power, particularly in large 

organizations responsible for standardizing the operating core workflow, standardising 

knowledge capacity, or serving as planners for the strategic apex (Mintzberg, 1993). 

Academic staff are usually concerned from the rise of managerialism and the risk of pushing 

academic objectives down the agenda. Therefore, “strategic planners can through engagement 

with the governance structures and with academic staff help make it clear their role is entirely 

in support of their mission” (Strike and Swinn, 2018, p. 131).  

 

Organizations need some form of grouping design to encourage strong coordination within 

units. There are five grouping designs in Mintzberg’s (1983) conceptual framework: common 
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supervision among positions and units, share common resources, have common performance 

measures, or physically locate the units in close proximity to share common facilities and 

facilitate direct supervision, thus encouraging mutual adjustment grouping design. Conrad 

(1978) argued that due to different levels of involvement in the decision-making process, 

conflicts may arise between interest groups, such as faculty and administrators. These 

conflicts influence institutional policy and strategy changes, and we will touch on these 

conflicts within HEIs in the coming sections.    

 

Organizations also use planning and control systems to ensure that the outputs are met 

according to the desired standards. Usually, control systems highlight good performance or 

identify deficits within a unit or the whole organization. Hence, planning and control systems 

can influence organisational behaviour. Mintzberg (1983) distinguished two types of 

planning and control systems that organizations use: 

• The performance control system is concerned with specifying general performance 

standards or outputs over time but without specifying the means or actions. 

• Action planning system specifies the desired outputs and the means to achieve them at 

a specific time. 

 

Organizations also create liaison positions, committees, and integrated managers, to 

encourage better communication between units or influence their behaviours. Empowered by 

their specialist knowledge, liaison devices work across several units to encourage common 

decisions. “Most important is the role as integrator, who must actively link together the many 

parts” (Sporn, 1999, p. 42).  

 

The way power is distributed to units and individuals determines the degree of centralization 

or decentralization within an organization. Organizations choose to either centralize or 

decentralize depending on the nature of the business and situational factors, including the 

environment as well as the age and size of the organization. For example, university leaders 

who choose to insulate the operating core from the decision-making process are usually out 

of touch and unable to respond quickly to local problems. In contrast, factory managers will 

insulate their operational staff, focusing on productivity and not distracted by the external 

environment. Depending on where the power is distributed within the organization, 

Mintzberg (1993) developed five types of vertical and horizontal decentralization:  

 

Table 2: Five Types of Decentralization, (Mintzberg, 1993, p. 115). 
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Type A: Vertical and 

Horizontal Centralization 

One person holds all decisional power 

 

Type B: Limited Horizontal 

Decentralization 

 

Power is centralized at the strategic apex and techno-structure.  

 

 

Type C: Limited Vertical 

Decentralization 

 

Formal decisional power is delegated to division managers and 

techno-structure to coordinate their outputs, while strategic apex 

retains ultimate formal power over the divisions.  

 

Type D: Selective Vertical 

and Horizontal 

Decentralization 

 

Decisional power is delegated to work constellations vertically, while 

experts enjoy selective use of power horizontally. i.e. adhocracy 

design in certain parts of the organization. 

 

Type E: Vertical and 

Horizontal Decentralization 

 

Decisional power is centered in the operating core, like pure 

professional bureaucracy.     

 

 

Mintzberg’s (1993) hypothesis is particularly relevant to organizations with a market-based 

design. Different parts of the organization are affected differently by environmental factors 

namely: hostility, complexity, diversity, or stability (See table 2). These differences 

“encourage the organization to decentralize selectively to differentiated work constellations” 

(Mintzberg, 1993, p. 142). For example, universities and hospitals usually operate in a 

complex and stable environment tend to be bureaucratic but decentralized “power must flow 

to the highly trained professionals of the operating core who understand the complex but 

routine work” (Mintzberg, 1993, p. 144).  

 

In a UK HE context, Rixom (2011) identifies the concept of three linked levers of 

management to address conflicts of demands between academic departments and faculties for 

decentralisation on the one hand, and the external pressures for more accountability and to 

centralise on the other. Figure 5 shows the three levers of management where they work 

together, and each lever reinforces the other two. The decentralised organisational structure is 

the first lever of management. The evidential use of data and insight to measure institutional 

performance across the organisation is identified as the second lever of management. Finally, 

the concept recognises professional services units as the third lever of management to support 

low and intermediate tier and enable institutional overview. Rixom (2011) warns that the 

strategic apex should use this concept carefully to guarantee its success.  

 

The decentralisation of decision-making to faculties may make it difficult to control and 

enhance institutional performance (Shattock, 2003) and may subsequently create small 

autonomous academic entities with priorities that are different or in conflict with the central 

strategy. In a decentralised organisational structure presented by Rixom (2011), decision-
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making is vertically decentralised by the strategic centre to colleges and faculties as an 

intermediate tier. Furthermore, the low tier represented by schools and departments, have 

their decision-making power moving up to the intermediate tier with increased accountability 

to the intermediate and high tiers (see figure 5). Although the decision making is 

decentralized in the structure, both intermediate and low tiers, including heads of 

departments, are directly accountable to the strategic centre represented by the Pro Vice-

chancellors – Academics. Therefore, the concept of three levers of management recognises 

professional services in HE as a distinct group of professionals that enable the strategic apex 

in the institution's effective academic governance and management.  

 

Figure 5: Three Linked Levers of Management in Universities (Rixom, 2011) 
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However, Rixom’s concepts of three levers of management, professional services framework, 

and new collegiality (2011), treated all professional services units equally. Whereas 

Mintzberg, recognised the differences between support staff e.g., academic administrators, 

and technostructure staff e.g., planning and quality staff. This study focuses on the latter as 

they are more engaged with senior management and the external environment than support 

staff. Therefore, they gain more power and influence as decision-making authority is 

vertically and horizontally decentralised to them to monitor institutional performance, ensure 

compliance with regulatory bodies, to align performance if the sub-units to the aims of the 

strategic centre.  

Universities are described as complex organisations, and the UK sector does not have a 

standard organisational structure that prevails. Age, disciplinary mix, location, size, and 

culture of the academic and professional services staff who work within them are all factors 

that can shape a university structure (Shattock 2003, 2006). Di Maggio and Powell (1983) 

argue that the most common organisational form is the bureaucracy structure. This 

organisational form is highly decentralised, democratic and non-regulatory, unresponsive to 

change, with poor co-ordination and control, and is typical of Universities and hospitals 

(Mintzberg, 1983). The size of a University is often a reason for the devolved authority to 

larger academic departments and faculties and increased student numbers (Shattock 2003). 

As organisations grow, management delegate decision-making vertically and horizontally to 

units and members who have specialised knowledge of the situation (Damanpour 1992). 

However, this may lead to hierarchical loss of contact (McNay 2002) and increased 

departmental isolation from the whole corporate body (Lauwerys 2002, Rixom, 2011). 

Therefore, universities face the challenge of balancing the need for central strategic decision-

making with more devolved responsibilities throughout the organisation (Taylor 2007). 

Changes to public funding, regulatory environment, and market competition have pushed for 

strategic change and increased managerial accountability. As a result, the professional 

bureaucracy may no longer be adaptive or effective in meeting such competitive 

circumstances. Traditional structures are not responsive under pressure during turbulence and 

uncertainties. Therefore, most large or small organizations tend to centralise decisions. For 

universities, a divisionalised or the administrative adhocracy configurations, possibly as 

hybrids with the professional bureaucracy, may be more adaptive structures that would equip 

institutions to achieve decentralisation in response to market competitiveness while 

maintaining control in the divisionalised structure.  
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University leaders are required to find the right balance and effective structure to address the 

demands for a devolved structure to nurture and protect academic freedom and creativity, 

while ensuring that such a structure does not constrain the strategic aims and projects. Well-

positioned professional services units such as SPOs can be influential in their contribution to 

implementing strategic priorities and ensuring strategic alignment between the centre and 

academic faculties and departments.  

 

2.10.2 Structural positions of strategy and planning offices  

 

Structures provide the foundation for the division and allocation of tasks, how they are 

coordinated and administered to achieve the overall organisational goals. Furthermore, 

organisational structure determines “the distribution of units and positions within an 

organization and their systematic relationships to each other” (James and Jones, 1976, p. 76, 

cited in Taylor 1990). Furthermore, they are fundamental to defining the roles of individuals 

in specific decision-making processes and the degree their opinions influence the actions and 

direction of the organisation (Jacobides, 2007). Brass (1984) argues that structural position is 

vital to the workflow within that organization. For example, having access to a strategic apex 

network enable positive relationships and the perception of influence. In other words, the 

structural position of individuals will determine the degree of influence and power they have, 

which elevates the importance of where to locate SPOs strategy and planning office in British 

HEIs and what roles should be assigned to them.  

 

An individual’s influence in an organisation can be constrained by the organizational 

structure but also is dependent on a number of factors, “including the importance of his or her 

position in the workflow, his or her skill in coping with uncertainty, whether or not he or she 

occupies a boundary-spanning position, and his or her network with subgroups within the 

organization” (Taylor, 1990. p. 28). This relationship between structural position and the 

influence a unit or individual might have in an institution and their knowledge of the 

organisational structure will provide a helpful insight in the decision to configure the strategy 

and planning offices within a university structure. 

 

Two challenges impede successful strategic planning. These include “finding the appropriate 

distance from the immediate policy-making process and exercising influence without an 

official operational role” (Haass, 2009, p. 435, cited in Williams, 2010). Kaplan and Norton 

(2005) recognised this gap and argued that a well-positioned OSM, ideally reporting to the 

CEO to influence and ensure compliance by other managers, will facilitate the strategy 
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management without the bureaucracy of managing other units or managers. Equally, the 

strategic planning unit in the UN Secretary-General Office is headed by the Assistant 

Secretary-General, who reports directly to the Secretary-General (Williams, 2010). 

Whitchurch (2008) further emphasises the importance of the individual’s location within the 

organisation as a key element in applying personal agency. The way units are grouped within 

each organisation determines their level of involvement in the decision-making process.  

 

The location or structural positions of a unit in the organisational structure of a college or 

university play a key role in its functions and influence (Saupe, 1990). The HESPA bi-annual 

survey suggests that most strategy and planning offices in the UK HE sector carry out a set of 

common activities. However, their location in the organisational structure defines their role 

and functions. Furthermore, there is a close link between professional identities and the 

structures in which they operate (Archer, 2003). Similarly, Colville and Tomkins (1994) 

argue that the location of an individual will define their views of any given situation. 

 

The primary role of a strategic planning unit in a university is to support the various decision-

makers within the institutional governance structure. This expectation is regardless of their 

position within the governance structure as to whether or not they are involved in the 

decision-making and strategic planning process (Strike and Swinn, 2018). SPOs provide 

direct or indirect support to teams and individuals within the governing structure of any 

university, namely: VC and executives, academic boards, and governing bodies. SPOs reflect 

on what their goals are, how success might be measured and presented, bearing in mind the 

wider institutional purpose, mission, vision, and identity as a charitable organisation first and 

foremost (Strike and Swinn, 2018). Furthermore, SPOs units are often responsible for 

developing and coordinating the risk management practices and “forms part of their wider 

role” (Birch et al., 2018, p. 159). When planners are responsible for developing the risk 

management processes, they usually link the risk management processes to the institutional 

strategy, including the associated decision-making processes, scoring mechanisms, and 

designing the risk register. They may also assume the responsibility of coordinating the risk 

management activities and reporting on risks and controls to relevant groups and committees 

such as the audit committee. The positioning of the strategy and planning unit within the 

organisation hierarchy can be vital to the visibility of risk management. For example, when 

strategy and planning unit, owner of the risk management process, is part of the senior 

management team or reports directly to a key member of the executive management team, 

this will help make the risk management visible to the most senior members in the institution 

(Birch et al., 2018).  
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Using Mintzberg's (1993) framework of organizational structure, strategy, and planning 

offices can be recognised as part of the technostructure or support staff. However, Mintzberg 

(1994) argues that the position of planners (technostructure) is not at the centre of the 

strategy-making process. Instead, they sit at both ends of the strategy-making process. 

Therefore, strategy and planning offices as technostructure units located in the strategic apex 

will allow for a closer interaction with the external environment, which enhances the 

opportunities for environmental scanning to identify substantive changes in HE policies, 

demographics, economic activity, social needs, and political interests. Members of the 

strategic apex can use analysis and information obtained by environmental scanning to 

inform strategic planning and policies.  

 

The strategy and planning offices may instead be configured as part of the support units 

providing specialized services, which can be found at all institution levels. The emphasis of 

strategy and planning offices’ role will depend on the size of the organisation and their 

position within the organisational structure. As the organisation increases in size, the focus of 

the strategic apex becomes more on external environment and financial problems and less on 

the coordination and management of the operating and administrative core (Tayler, 1990). As 

a result, organisations tend to decentralise functions to more specialised units, hence 

technostructure gain more power to coordinate planning and control systems.  A strategy and 

planning office reporting to the deputy VC for academic affairs will most likely focus on the 

internal environment, academic quality, academic KPIs, and providing information and 

analysis to help manage the operating core (academics) work. Whereas a strategy and 

planning office located under the chief financial officer will gain power and influence as they 

are expected to be involved in the budgeting processes, including student number planning 

and resource allocations. Finally, a strategy and planning office that is not located in the 

strategic apex or under any of its members are not expected to be actively engaged in 

important information gathering to meet the decision-making needs of the institution. 

Therefore, the influence of the strategy and planning office in the central decision-making 

process is expected to be low, and thus the institution’s ability to make careful judgments 

using valid and reliable information may be weakened.   

 

2.10.3 Research questions 

 

The Literature on strategy and planning functions in the UK higher education context is 

inconclusive and shallow. While the literature on higher education in the USA calls for a 
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unified model and defined role for strategy and planning functions. The limited available 

literature from the UK is uncertain whether the function can evolve towards a more unified 

and coherent model in the future; or whether the function is mature, but its adaptability 

depends on the level of institutional causality between strategy and institutional scope and 

structure. When considering the major changes and challenges affecting the higher education 

sector in the UK, particularly changes to regulatory requirements and competition, the clarity 

about the role of strategy and planning functions is a critical gap in the literature that deserves 

research. Based on the above discussion lead the review leads to the following research 

questions: 

 

3- How are the Strategy and Planning Offices involved in strategic planning and risk 

management processes at public sector universities in the UK? 

 

4- What factors influence their involvement in strategic planning and risk management 

processes? 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

 

3.1 Introduction 

 

This chapter will explain the methodological design and data collection tools employed in 

this research and how the research aims will be addressed as defined in the Introduction of 

Chapter 1. First, I will describe the research design in relation to the ontological and 

epistemological framework that underpinned the research, followed by a detailed discussion 

of the methodological approach and data collection tools used. A qualitative model was 

employed using semi-structured interviews and a thematic analysis approach to collect and 

present data and findings. Next, this chapter provides a discussion of validity followed by a 

discussion of the ethical and practical issues that arose throughout this study. I will also 

describe the justification for selecting the research methods and provide a critical reflection 

on my position as the researcher. In the conclusion section, I will focus on the main 

conceptual tools used as a guiding framework to help interpret the data and develop the 

recommendations generated by this research.  

 

3.2 Methodological approach 

 

3.2.1 Social constructionism 

 

The dimensions of SPOs’ organisational location and the involvement of the SPO managers 

in strategic planning and risk management is a social phenomenon; thereby, created by the 

human mind in response to a set of external influences and drivers including the external 

regulatory environment, students’ expectations and the internal performance targets set by 

each university. Although there is a link between these external factors and the strategies and 

organisational structures adopted, these factors are interpreted (i.e., constructed) by senior 

university executives differently, depending upon their own experiences, the financial and 

operational risks, and the institutional and personal ambitions. Therefore, in order to 

understand the views of the main participants in the environment (i.e., SPO managers), “one 

must get inside the world of those generating it” (Rosen, 1991, p. 8). 

 

It is argued that social constructionism is multifaceted as two different versions should 

mainly be distinguished in this approach. The stronger version or positivist, suggesting there 

is no reality outside of people’s interpretations (Crotty, 1998). The weaker type or anti-
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positivist, accepting that there is such a thing as a permanent reality emphasised by 

unchallengeable, ‘brute facts’ (Crotty, 1998), but that knowledge about this reality can only 

be constructed through an interpretive lens. For this study, I will employ the weaker version 

of social constructionist approach where “all knowledge and, therefore, all meaningful reality 

is contingent upon human practice, practice being constructed in and out of the interaction 

between human beings and their world and developed and transmitted within an essentially 

social context” (Crotty, 1998, p. 42). The weaker version of social constructionist proposes 

that people can interpret reality in different ways, but with some interpretations seen as more 

credible or valid than others, depending on the social and cultural influences that assign the 

authority to make this judgment. Therefore, Crotty (1998) argues that multiple versions of 

reality exist and that peoples’ perceptions of reality are multifaceted depending on their 

interactions and opinions. For example, the SPOs perspectives of structural constraints to 

their involvement of strategic planning and risk management were interpreted differently by 

various participants.  

 

Ontologically, positivists would see that there is one truth, reality or realities, which are 

reduced to facts, theories, and law. In contrast, constructivists perceive reality as fluid and 

multi-faceted, which is experienced differently by different people. Epistemologically, anti-

positivists reject the idea of absolute truth and defend that the same phenomenon can be 

interpreted differently by different individuals. Each individual’s perception of reality will 

differ from others’ perceptions and, therefore, interpretations of a specific reality will have 

multiple perspectives (Williamson, 2002). Constructivists believe that reality needs to be 

interpreted to discover the underlying meaning when studying a social phenomenon. 

 

Given its openness to discovering the various ways in which reality is constructed, I decided 

that the interpretivist paradigm is well suited for this research (See Table 3). The choice of 

this model is primarily to gain a more in-depth understanding of the experiences of 

participants located in differing positions of authority and influence across multiple 

organisations. Namely, I will be exploring the experiences of SPO managers (Directors and 

Heads) in relation to their structural location and their involvement in strategic planning and 

risk management in the context of the UK HE sector. Furthermore, an interpretivist paradigm 

is well-positioned to engage with and probe the diverse meanings construed by different 

actors in human interaction (Black, 2006; Neuman, 2000). SPOs are a new and emerging 

phenomenon, and the body of literature is still shallow and immature with no dominant 

theory. Therefore, interpretivists research paradigm is arguably, best positioned to allow for a 

more deeper contextual, nuanced exploration of these realities that enables them to emerge 
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organically from the ground up (Glaser and Strauss, 1999). Furthermore, this will allow me 

as a researcher to remain objective throughout this study without any pre-determined 

assumptions potentially influenced by my previous experience as an SPO manager in the UK 

HE sector. 

 

Table 3: Relationship between epistemology, theoretical perspectives, methodology and 

research methods. (adopted from Crotty 1998 and Saunders et. al., 2012) 

 Positivists Interpretivists/Anti-

positivists (Employed for this 

research) 

Ontology 

What is the nature of reality? 

Reality is real, and truth is 

universal 

Multiple realities and truth 

exist 

Epistemology 

How do I know what I know? 

Knowledge can be measured 

using reliable designs and 

tools 

Reality needs to be 

interpreted to discover the 

underlying meaning  

 

Methodology Quantitative Qualitative 

Methods Empirical inquiry, statistical 

analysis, questionnaire 

Interviews, case study, 

observations, focus groups, 

content analysis 

 

Axiologically, in the world of social constructionists, pure objectivity in research does not 

exist since the data is co-constructed between the researcher and the participant, who both 

bring their subjective experiences and perspectives. Therefore, the researcher should take 

measures to be conscious of their subjectivity and to ensure their reflexivity about the 

research and to make sure that “our presuppositions, choices, experiences, and actions during 

the research process in a sufficiently precise way so that it allows others to follow what we 

mean and did” (Mruck and Breuer, 2003, p. 2). As part of this process, and to aid my 

reflexivity as a researcher and remain as objective as possible throughout the field work, I 

maintained notes of my subjective views that were based on my lived experience as an SPO 

manager in the HE sector, ensuring that these views and thoughts do not affect my research 

findings. 

 

3.2.2 A qualitative approach  

 

Working within the interpretivist paradigm, I employed a qualitative methodology, as this 

allowed me to explore and understand how participants conceptualise, understand, and 

experience SPOs’ roles, challenges, and involvement in strategic planning and risk 

management. The qualitative methodology also enabled me to examine the extent to which 

organisational locations of SPOs influence or constraint their involvement in strategic 

planning and risk management processes. A qualitative approach was favoured over a 
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quantitative approach due to the study’s need to explore and disseminate lived experiences of 

the participants in this research. 

 

Given the ontological and epistemological stance of the interpretivist paradigm chosen for 

this research, a qualitative approach was deemed best suited for this research. Applying 

qualitative approaches enabled the researcher to explore people’s individual subjective 

experiences of a particular phenomenon and thereby obtain rich data on the analysis of 

human emotions, relationships, beliefs, and social norms. In particular, the somewhat open-

ended approach to data collection enabled by qualitative methods generated findings that 

emphasised depth over breadth, and which therefore are not as restricted by previous 

assumptions or by the limits of hypothesis testing as may be with quantitative research 

(Howitt, 2010, Denzin and Lincoln, 2011).  

 

Employing qualitative methodologies was crucial for this research as they enable participants 

to voice their perspectives and their unique understandings of their world and the phenomena 

being studied (Howitt, 2010; Denzin and Lincoln, 2011). This is particularly vital to social 

constructionist approaches that seek to reveal how different individuals construct their own 

and others’ social realities. Given that the aim of this study is to examine, in an in-depth way, 

SPO managers’ experiences of organisational location and power, a qualitative approach thus 

seemed the most appropriate in this context.  

 

3.3 The research design  

 

The guiding principle for the research design was underpinned by the two research questions 

and the goal to generate appropriate data to answer these questions. There are two central 

research questions: 

 

5- How are the Strategy and Planning Offices involved in strategic planning and risk 

management process at public sector universities in the UK? 

 

6- What factors influence their involvement in strategic planning and risk management 

processes? 

 

The research questions influenced the choice of qualitative research methods through semi-

structure interviews. Understanding SPOs’ contribution in strategic planning and risk 

management processes and the factors influencing their involvement in these processes 



 

 59 

requires an in-depth understanding of their experiences and practices. Therefore semi-

structured interviews allow participants to provide detailed and nuanced accounts. The vigour 

of the research design will be ascertained or challenged by how well it achieves its research 

purpose, together with mindfulness of any methodological bearing that real-world constraints 

may have had in defining the decision made regarding this research design.  

 

3.3.1 Outline of the research design  

 

Twelve semi-structured interviews were conducted across twelve HEIs, these included a 

mixture of seven pre-1992 institutions and five post-1992 institutions. In the UK, post-1992 

Universities have been granted University status through the Further and Higher Education 

Act 1992, whereas pre-1992 Universities are those that have generally been established by 

the Royal Charter. The sample also included three members of the Russell Group, three 

members of the 1994 Group of Universities and one member of the University Alliance 

Group. This purposive sampling from two categories of institutions, post-1992 modern 

institutions and pre-1992 research focused and prestigious institutions, provided a credible 

pool from which data could be drawn to provide insight into the two research questions. In 

each institution, broadly similar roles were interviewed namely the individuals leading the 

SPO i.e., Head/Director of SPOs. The universities were selected to ensure that they are 

similar enough to allow some relation to each other in terms of the analysis but different 

enough to capture wide-ranging findings.  

 

The selection of universities from the two categories were based on basic principles. First, 

sampled institutions must be public research universities that are eligible to receive public 

fund- this is to ensure a comparable approach towards funding councils and teaching grants 

income. Second, the sampled universities must be regulated by Office for Students in 

England or its equivalent in the other UK nations. Again this is to ensure that universities 

have consistent measures towards conditions for registration, quality and standards of 

teaching and learning, and other statutory requirements that may shape their strategic 

thinking and strateigic plans. Finally, both types of universities must have a strategy and 

planning function clearly defined in the organisational structure.    

 

An essential principle for the robustness of the research design was to gain data from all 

participants with similar roles but at different levels of seniority (Head vs. Directors of SPOs) 

across the twelve participating institutions. This is important to support the understanding of 

the individual SPO experience within each university and draw comparative analysis across 
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universities. Therefore, the study implemented a purposive sampling approach to focus on 

twelve participants from twelve universities to ensure that this research is as representative as 

possible. Random sampling in qualitative research is meaningless, whereas purposefully 

selected samples will make the findings more robust and illustrative (Sarantakos, 2005). For 

this study, I have used the following sampling criteria:  

 

(a) The institutions are located in the UK, either in England, Scotland and Wales. The 

term SPOs is widely recognised in all countries of the UK, namely England, Scotland, 

Wales, and Ireland, and are very similar in function and practise. For example, all HE 

systems are regulated by the Quality Assurance Agency for quality and standards of 

learning and teaching. Furthermore, all universities in the UK are regulated by an 

independent regulator and funding council; for example, while the OfS is the 

independent regulator of HE in England, the Scottish Funding Council is the regulator 

of HE in Scotland.  The aim was to interview participants from universities located in 

all countries of the to ensure full representation of the UK HE system in this study (b) 

participants that have a leading role over SPO functions at their institutions, namely 

participants with titles of Head of SPOs and Directors of SPOs. It is necessary to 

ensure that the study is focused and representative. SPO managers will provide the 

best information to answer the research questions because they have the knowledge 

and lived experience about the subject for this study (Whiting, 2008); (c) The sampled 

institutions are public research universities that are eligible to receive taxpayers’ 

money from funding councils within the UK, and (d) institutions selected represent 

most types of public universities available in the UK, namely mature pre-1992, e.g., 

research-intensive universities, Russell Group, and 1994 Group; and modern post-

1992, e.g., institutions that have been granted University status through the Further 

and Higher Education Act 1992.   

 

The second group of participants, namely senior executives, were considered for this study. 

During the early stages of the field work, a number of senior executives from the sampled 

universities were contacted. This included Vice-Chancellors, Deputy Vice-Chancellors, Pro-

Vice-Chancellorss, Chief Operating Officers, Chief Finance Officers, and Academic Deans. 

However, the response rates were very low; only three participants accepted participation in 

the study (one Deputy-Vice Chancellor, one Dean, and one Chief Finance Officer). However, 

when conducting the interviews, it was clear that there was a big gap in participants’ 

understanding of the topic of this study, including knowledge of essential processes relating 
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to regulatory and statutory bodies and the functions of the strategy and planning office. Also, 

the researcher felt that the conversations and responses were tactful and cautious, knowing 

that both the senior executive and SPO manager from the same institution are being 

interviewed to talk about the same topic. Therefore, based on the lack of a meaningful 

number of participants from senior executives as well as to secure the confidence of the SPO 

managers as key participants in this study, it was decided not to pursue further interviews 

from senior executives for this study. However, relevant quotations from senior university 

participants will be included in the findings and discussion chapters.     

 

In summary, the design framework was based on purposive sampling using a thematic 

analysis design approach and twelve semi-structured interviews data collection approach to 

identify common themes and patterns that may have generalisable implications. Thematic 

analysis research designs help identify patterns across a large data set and interpret these in a 

meaningful way, which is particularly important given the nature of this research. The 

following section evaluates the distinctive characteristics of thematic analysis research design 

and its suitability for this study.  

 

3.3.2 Design factors in the use of thematic analysis  

 

Thematic analysis is a common analytical approach in qualitative research within the social 

sciences. It can be defined as identifying patterns and commonalities across a data set and 

interpreting them in a meaningful way to generate a theme. A key strength of thematic 

analysis is its flexibility to fit different research epistemologies from critical realism to 

phenomenology. A key difference of thematic analysis from grounded theory is that the latter 

is inductive, where codes and themes are only developed based on what the researcher has 

observed seeing. In contrast, thematic analysis can be done either inductively or deductively 

and in a theoretically informed manner. With the deductive approach, the developed themes 

are greatly informed by prior research. The themes generated from an inductive approach 

tend to be explicit and manifested in the data. The data in a deductive thematic analysis are 

interpreted in a particular way because the theme is latent or not explicit.  

 

Thematic analysis is a valuable method for examining the perspectives of different research 

participants, highlighting similarities and differences, and generating unanticipated insights. 

Furthermore, it provides the researcher with a well-structured approach to handling large data 

sets.  For example, the interview transcripts with twelve SPO managers would be the 

particular data set that qualifies for thematic analysis. The data set from interviews will be 
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analysed to identify relevant patterns and themes of a specific subject. The more a subject is 

mentioned by the greatest number of participants, the more relevant to the subject. Jordhus-

Lier (2019) argues that although counting how many times a subject is mentioned is useful, 

this in itself is not considered thematic analysis. Thematic analysis requires the researcher to 

engage with the data and offer a compelling clarification of why each code/theme is 

significant for the research question, regardless of how frequently it appeared in the data sets. 

Braun and Clarke (2006) point out that relevant themes do not emerge from the data set; 

instead, they are constructed by the researcher. This research analysis aims to understand 

newly emerging patterns and relevant behaviours across the data sets from the twelve 

participating SPO managers from the twelve different institutions and then identify 

distinguished and generalisable themes pertinent to the research questions. 

 

In their paper titled: Using thematic analysis in psychology (2006), Braun and Clarke 

recognised that qualitative research is diverse and nuanced and that although thematic 

analysis is widely used, however, there appears to be insufficient literature and guidance for 

researchers on how to use thematic analysis as an analytical tool, this prompted them to 

develop a systematic process to guide researchers. Therefore, they developed a six phases 

system, which involves certain aspects such as (a) familiarising yourself with data, (b) 

generating initial codes, (c) searching for themes, (d) reviewing themes, (e) defining and 

naming these themes and finally (f) producing the report (Braun and Clarke, 2006).  

 

According to Braun and Clarke (2006) a convincing thematic analysis depends on the quality 

of time spent in stage two to identify and code patterns as they emerge from the data before 

the transition to stage three (searching for themes). In other words, the better and more 

relevant the codes generated, the better the researcher is positioned to construct relevant and 

insightful themes across the data sets. The third stage involves endless mind maps of codes 

and constantly organising and reorganising the relationships between them. The goal of 

reviewing potential themes in stage four is to generate theoretically informed analysis which 

involves comparing the possible themes against concepts discussed in the theoretical 

framework. Researchers test whether the codes and themes demonstrate or disprove the 

theoretical assumptions and concepts in the literature review before the data collection stage. 

By the end of stage five, unique and meaningful themes are clearly identified, and each theme 

is presented as a coherent and theoretically engaged story in stage six.  

 

Having considered thematic analysis as the most suitable approach to analysing the research 

data, it is also important to mention the limitations of this approach and how to tackle them. 
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A common criticism of thematic analysis is that it can overlap with other strategies, including 

thematic narrative analysis and grounded theory. For example, if the search for themes is 

limited to one individual life story interview, the thematic analysis can be characterised as 

thematic narrative analysis. Whereas if the search for themes includes linking themes to pre-

existing theoretical codes, then the thematic analysis can be characterised as grounded theory. 

For this study, to avoid the overlap mentioned, a deductive thematic analysis approach to 

answer the research questions is more appropriate because it identifies patterns and themes of 

relevance, and therefore, the overall design meets its intended purpose.  

 

3.4 Research method 
 

The role of SPOs in the UK HE sector and the factors that influence their engagement in 

strategic planning and risk management is a social phenomenon. Qualitative research 

interviews attempt to understand the world from the participants’ point of view to unfold the 

meaning of their experiences (Kvale, 1996). A face-to-face interview is the most common 

and preferred type of qualitative research as they enable researchers to explore people’s 

perspectives and experiences. (Hollway and Jefferson, 2000). In-depth interviews with 

research participants are one of the most important ways of understanding complex human 

interactions. The experiences of SPO managers with strategic planning and risk management 

were critical to my research.  

 

A Semi-structured interview is a research technique that facilitates a subjective perspective 

on how participants see and interpret the world (Opie, 2004); thereby, ‘providing the 

opportunity to gain an account of the values and experiences of the respondent in terms 

meaningful to them’ (Stephens, 2007, p. 205). During semi-structured interviews, the 

interviewer’s role is to help structure the conversation using specific questions and prompts 

and provide a supportive and confidential environment, encouraging participants to be 

comfortable and reflective. Interviewers can deviate from the prompts by asking follow-up 

questions to gather additional insights and experiences. Hollway and Jefferson (2000) 

strongly support using a face-to-face interview technique for qualitative research, especially 

when exploring people’s perspectives and experiences. A face-to-face interview technique 

permits the interviewer to adapt the questions in response to other signals such as facial or 

body movements and changes of tone, which help in deeply exploring areas of particular 

interest to the participant. Therefore, a semi-structured, face-to-face interview may reveal 

new lines of enquiry not considered at the design stage. This method is described as an in-
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depth responsive interviewing technique to obtain data by hearing participants talking (Rubin 

and Rubin, 1995).  

 

Having established the research design and the participants to ensure a sound sample, the 

collection of data from participants should be robust. Robustness of data was achieved by 

interviewing participants with similar roles in each institution, who possess authoritative 

knowledge in strategy and planning, and by adopting a measured and uncompromised 

interview technique. Although all respondents have similar roles in each institution, I selected 

SPO managers sitting at different positions in the organisational hierarchy, namely: Head of 

SPO and Director of SPO. This is to ensure broader representativeness of roles across 

universities and assess whether the hierarchy of SPO managers influences involvement in 

strategic planning and risk management. The data were then analysed iteratively and 

methodically to draw meaning and warranted and sound conclusions that could offer a new 

understanding. In the next sections, the research method is discussed in three phases: 

interviews as the primary data collection method, the analysis of data, and finally, the validity 

and reliability of the research method.  

 

3.4.1 Data collection and the use of semi-structured interviews  

 

The formal, semi-structured interviews (n = 12) took place between November 2020 and 

May 2021. The experiences of SPO managers were critical to my research as they are in the 

best position to provide first-hand information on different aspects of how they experience 

involvement in the strategic planning processes; and how their position within the structure 

may present constraints and opportunities. Furthermore, face-to-face interviews allowed me 

to gauge the challenges that SPO managers may face and gather sensitive information about 

their experience regarding staffing levels or involvement in the decision-making process. The 

original goal of interviewing one SPO manager from each of the target institutions had to be 

slightly modified over time based on participants’ availability and the overall national public 

health risk during the 2020 global COVID-19 pandemic. My original intention was to 

interview all the managers face-to-face at their own institutions and engage with participants 

informally to get the fullest impression. The researcher’s presence at the institution is 

indicative of their commitment to understanding and learning their views about planning 

functions.  However, it was impossible to conduct face-to-face interviews due to the COVID-

19 pandemic and the social distancing rules. Instead, all interviews were organised and 

conducted virtually via the digital audio/video conferencing tool Microsoft Teams. Twelve 
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intensive semi-structured interviews with SPO managers were conducted to reach the 

thematic saturation for this study (See Table 4). 

 

Table 4: List of participating institutions by type of institution, country and department 

tile. 

 

 

A significant advantage of virtual face-to-face interviews was expanding this research to all 

countries in the UK and reaching out to a wider participants pool in a relatively short space of 

time. The characteristics of the SPO units and their universities are detailed in appendix 2. 

 

Once prospective participants confirmed their agreement to participate in the research, they 

were each sent the Consent Form and the Participant Information Sheet via email. All 

participants received, signed, and returned the Consent Form prior to conducting and 

collecting interview data. Considering that the interviews were conducted during working 

hours/days, participants were offered the flexibility to choose a suitable time and date to 

ensure availability for participation. The interviews lasted between 60 to 90 minutes, based 

on each participant’s availability and willingness to share further information. All interviews 

were video recorded, which offered the researcher the advantage to preserve the entire 

conversation for analysis and the opportunity to listen back to the interview script (Merriam, 

2009). The researcher took some observational notes to document any important nonverbal 

behaviours, especially those used to emphasize or clarify the interviewee's points. The 

recordings were transcribed for data analysis, and any observational notes were added to 

them to form a complete record of the interviews.  To ensure confidentiality, the names of the 

interviewees and HE institutional affiliations are pseudonymised.  

 

During the interviews, I mostly used open-ended questions in order to prompt more complete 

and deep answers than closed questions would have allowed (Salkind, 2010). Furthermore, 

Interviewee ID Job Title Institution Type Country Interview Date

A Director of Planning Russel Group England 20/11/2020

B Deputy Director - Planning & Academic Administration Post-1992 England 04/12/2020

C Head of Planning and Analytics Post-1992 England 13/02/2021

D Director of Strategic Planning Russel Group Wales 01/03/2021

E Director of Strategic Planning and Projects 1994 Group England 01/03/2021

F Director of Planning 1994 Group England 02/03/2021

G Director of Planning and Projects Post-1992 England 05/03/2021

H Head of Planning 1994 Group England 16/03/2021

I Head of Academic Planning Post-1992 England 30/04/2021

J Head of Management Information Russell Group England 04/05/2021

K Director of Planning Pre-1992 Scotland 12/05/2021

L Director of Planning and Performance University Alliance Wales 14/05/2021
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the semi-structured nature of the interview allowed flexibility to ask questions suited to each 

participant’s experience as well as their institutional context without having to commit to a 

specific script. This process encouraged interviewees to elaborate and provide deeper answers 

to more idiosyncratic questions. The interview structure consisted of 20 questions (see 

Appendix 3) and was broadly guided by four main topics: (a) roles and responsibilities; (b) 

staffing and resources; (c) position and influence; and (d) risk management. The interview 

questions were organised to move smoothly from one topic to the next. I started the interview 

with small talk (discussing the work situation following the pandemic) and then gradually 

moving into the deeper questions. This helped build rapport and gradually built momentum 

and trust. At the end of the interview, all respondents were provided with the opportunity to 

discuss any additional information that they felt would be useful to my research. Several 

respondents commended some questions as they felt that it allowed them to think deeply of 

their roles in strategic planning and risk management and reflect on their experience in a 

constructive way. Most participants mentioned that they enjoyed the experience and are keen 

and curious to read the full report once the study is complete.  

 

Having considered the advantages and appropriateness of semi-structured interviews as a data 

collection method for this research, anticipating the possible problems that I may face during 

the interview stage is critical to address them in advance.  One of the foremost anticipated 

problems is that respondents may hold back on or omit important information and thus deny 

the interviewer learning something from the information given. To avoid this, respondents 

were assured at the start of each interview of the confidentiality of the information provided 

and the security measures taken to protect the information and destroy it once the research is 

complete. The researcher also prepared follow-up questions to probe when further 

information was required. Deviations from the questions was a further anticipated issue that 

was tackled by rephrasing the question and asking it again to ensure that questions were not 

misunderstood.  

Fontana and Frey (2000) argued that the interviewer’s questioning technique or personality 

might obstruct appropriate communication of the questions, these are potential weaknesses of 

the interviewing method. As a researcher with similar professional background to the 

respondents, I ensured to obtain uncompromised responses. This also helped create more 

awareness of the danger of overreliance on their responses, or prejudice in their favour and 

away from other respondents. Furthermore, to ensure the integrity of the data collection, I 

maintained notes of my own views to ensure themes originated from the respondents not 



 

 67 

from my own subjective views and values. After each interview, every participant was sent a 

personal email to thank them for their support and contribution to my research.  

Data analysis is an iterative process, where the researcher becomes familiar with the data to 

clarify what the data contain, and then understand what patterns and themes are revealed by 

the data. A process, which takes place within a wider process of coding requiring proactive 

interpretation and an open mind to avoid missing new findings. This process will be 

discussed in detail in the next section.  

3.4.2 Data analysis  

 

This section lays out the approach employed to analysing and coding the data set after 

transcribing recorded interviews. After the first 2-3 interviews, I started analysing and coding 

my results to utilise insights from the analysis for the next round of interviews. Throughout the 

analysis, I used continuous cross reference to the key concepts discussed in the literature review 

chapter, which proved to be useful for maintaining focus and relevance to the research 

questions (Rixom, 2011). I then started coding the data by employing Braun and Clarke’s 

(2006) thematic analysis coding method. In applying the thematic analysis method, the 

researcher will enjoy the flexibility to organise, adjust and enhance codes as they emerge as 

well as to move around data from one code to another. Coding the data is a way of establishing 

meaning systematically. It is important that coding is done at the correct level not to destroy 

meaning (Miles 1979; Punch 2005). The first stage in Braun and Clarke’s (2006) approach is 

to become familiar with the data, which involves reading through the transcripts a few times in 

order to establish a thorough understanding and interpretation of the data. Once I became 

familiar with the data, I started the next stage, which involved an iterative process of 

interpreting the data and generating initial codes to establish broad ideas and organise the data. 

Braun and Clarke (2006) argue that for a convincing thematic analysis, it is vital to do coding 

appropriately to identify relevant patterns and codes as they emerge from the data before 

commencing the search for themes stage. Braun and Clarke (2006) recommended that a process 

that should not be rushed often involves going back and forth through the data to make sure 

that nothing is lost.  

 

Using the Microsoft Excel application, I initially analysed each interview question separately 

to mark phrases that were similar to and different from each other across the answers of the 

twelve respondents. The aim was to develop valid, mutually exclusive, and exhaustive codes 

that capture what is being researched accurately and don’t overlap. Furthermore, cross 

responses’ comparison was beneficial to determine whether patterns and behaviours are applied 
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across all respondents. For example, phrases such as ‘we drive’, ‘led by us’ and ‘we oversee’ 

were repeatedly mentioned by all respondents to describe SPOs role in business intelligence 

functions. In applying Braun and Clarke’s (2006) initial coding approach, the interview 

transcripts were carefully analysed, and codes assigned to the meaningful statements. Stage 

three was dedicated to constructing and arranging the data into distinct categories, which share 

a common characteristic. This process involved endless mind maps of codes and constantly 

organising and reorganising the relationships between them to look for conceptual patterns, 

where these codes might fall into. For instance, the phrases mentioned above were all relevant 

to each other as they referred to a pattern, where SPO have a ‘leading’ role over the business 

intelligence function. Examples of the key themes that emerged at this stage included: (a) 

Leading the data and performance reporting, (b) Leading the strategic intelligence based on 

internal and external operations and, (c) Strategically overseeing and advising on the impact of 

regulators’ policy on the institution.  Once the potential to categorize more themes is exhausted. 

The fourth and fifth stages involved reviewing identified themes and looking for similarities 

where themes with common characteristics can be collapsed into one another. ‘Leading role in 

reporting and compliance’ was identified as an overarching theme to represent the role of SPO 

in the four functions namely: Business Intelligence, Ranking, Key Performance Indicators and 

Statutory and External Reporting. Once all the overarching themes were identified, I moved to 

the final stage, writing up the results and discussion. Representative quotations by respondents 

from the interview texts were also identified in support of each theme. To present my findings 

in a meaningful way, I developed a table that summarises all the identified themes with 

supporting quotations, which I will discuss in detail in the next chapter.  

 

Overall, the analysis of twelve interviews was a long and time-consuming process, however, 

following the thematic analysis mentioned above made generating new insight and 

understanding possible. For example, the role of SPOs in strategic planning and risk 

management is an original notion, which emerged from data relating to all the initial codes and 

the fact that similar patterns and behaviours were consistently identified across all respondents. 

Having established the robustness of the data and the subsequent analysis, it is necessary to 

evaluate its reliability and validity to assess the quality of the research.  

 

3.4.3 Reliability and Validity 

 

Reliability refers to whether the data collection and analysis techniques would yield similar 

and consistent findings if repeated on another occasion or by another researcher. In other 

words, if another researcher has decided to select a similar sample, similar data collection, 

and the same data analysis techniques, the results would produce similar findings. However, 
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replicability and consistency in qualitative research is hard to achieve and unlikely to result in 

similar findings.  

 

Some certain biases and errors may reduce the reliability of research. Participant error relates 

to any factor (e.g., wrong interview timing) that may modify how a participant performs. 

Similarly, researcher’s error refers to factors that may alter the researcher’s interpretation of 

data (e.g., a researcher who conducts all interviews on one day), resulting in the researcher 

getting tired towards the end and may not ask the questions correctly. Participant bias is 

concerned with factors that may produce a false response (e.g., interviewing participants in an 

open space where their responses could be overheard by others, resulting in incorrect 

responses by participants). The researcher’s bias refers to the researcher’s previous 

knowledge and assumption on the research. For example, as a reflexive researcher with 

experience in SPO functions, I have pre-determined assumptions about the role of SPOs in 

strategic planning and risk management. However, I made a record of these assumptions 

before the interviewing phase to avoid bias or any influence on the results.  Finally, the 

researcher’s reactivity refers to the role and influence of the researcher on the data or what 

participants say. My interview questions were carefully selected and presented to avoid 

unwanted reactivity, and I avoided sharing personal experiences or making comments that 

may influence or alter participants’ responses. For example, participants were intentionally 

asked the following question ‘What are the prime responsibilities of your unit?’. The 

intention was to see if SPO managers would spontaneously mention strategic planning and 

risk management functions. A follow-up question of ‘What functions do you coordinate 

across the whole institution?’ was presented with the aim to find out if participants have a 

cross-institution role such as the management of ‘Planning Cycle,’ which is a key function of 

strategic planning and risk management. 

 

As this qualitative study used a relatively small sample to ensure richness of detail, results 

clearly cannot claim the same reliability of a large-scale quantitative survey. Reliability in 

qualitative studies is hard to achieve and maybe compromised, particularly where participants 

feel they need to misrepresent information and may, consciously or subconsciously, “self-

edit” their responses, to “present themselves in a good light” (Ball, 1994, p. 97). Participants 

may also suppress information if they feel at risk by voicing their opinions and experiences. 

As reliability can be compromised in qualitative research, this study will focus on ensuring 

the validity of the planned research design and data measures to test whether the data 

measure what they are intended to measure (Bryman and Bell, 2007). The following 
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strategies discussed by Robson (2002) will be utilised to ensure the reliability and validity of 

the data collection and analysis techniques for this study.  

 

             First, the interviewer is an ‘inside researcher,’ working in the same environment as 

the participants and with a previous professional relationship. This will increase the level of 

trust between the researcher and participants and likely reduce the risk of respondent bias and 

reactivity and generate common trust. However, where the participants and the researcher 

share a common professional background and similar experiences, the researcher may feel so 

accustomed to the participants, leading to the researcher subconsciously misinterpreting data. 

For example, given the focus on understanding the perceptions of SPO managers relating to 

the structural location of their units and the resource challenges they face, there is a risk that 

the researcher uses his ‘biographic baggage’ (Cohen et al., 2007) to incorrectly ‘fill in the 

blanks’, misconstruing the answers given by participants. To manage this risk, it is vital to be 

constantly reflexive during the interviews, clarifying the meaning of any ambiguous 

meanings, rather than assume as an insider that both researcher and participant always have a 

common understanding of an issue.  

Another mitigation strategy suggests that the researcher will emphasise that each 

interview will be carried out on the basis of confidentiality, which will be further explained in 

the next section about ethical consideration. Additionally, keeping an audit trail of all the 

activities involved in the research, including recordings, transcripts, and the researcher’s 

diary, will ensure the transparency of this study (Robson 2002), allowing for replicability and 

interpretation in the field.  

  Lastly, the research plan will include seeking clarification from participants and 

clarifying certain things before jumping to a conclusion. To further minimise errors of 

commission or omission that result from poor data collection and interpretation, the validity 

of the data will be examined by sending each participant a full copy of the interview 

transcript for the opportunity to make comments and corrections (Kvale, 1996). For this 

research, interviews were video recorded on MS Teams, allowing the researcher to clarify 

any ambiguity by listening to the recording again.  

 

3.4.4 Ethical considerations  

 

Ethical considerations are fundamental throughout the entire research process, and they refer 

to the series of guidelines that the researcher should follow to reduce any adverse outcome 

and make sure the research is ethical. These considerations include informed consent, 

anonymity, debriefing, justification, and the right to withdraw. While conducting this 
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research, it was fundamental to follow several ethical principles such as ensuring participant 

informed consent and protecting participants’ identities by ensuring confidentiality 

(Merriam, 2009). Finally, The Research Ethics Committee at the University of Bath granted 

the study ethical approval in 2020.   

 

To ensure study transparency and adequately inform participants of study components, the 

researcher personally explained the nature of the research to all participants. Information 

was shared via emails detailing the nature and purpose of the research and ensuring all 

recordings and data would be deleted at the end of the study. Consent forms were distributed 

to participants, which explained the voluntary nature of their participation, components of 

the study, and data collection processes.  Participants had the option to withdraw from the 

study at any time. 

 

The researcher ensured confidentiality by protecting the identities and responses of all 

participants. The locations, names of the HEIs, and participants’ names were disguised 

with pseudonyms. At the beginning of every interview, participants were reminded that the 

interview would be audio and video recorded; however, they had the option to refuse to have 

the interview video recorded.  Their preferences were treated with the utmost understanding 

and respect. Finally, as an additional measure to ensure confidentiality, all transcripts were 

stored on a password-protected laptop, available only to the researcher. Participants' 

information sheets and the Consent for Participation in Interview Research were 

distributed in advance of the scheduled interviews.  

 

3.4.5 Researcher positionality 

 

This section will highlight how my own positionality may have moulded my data and its 

analysis. Kikumura (1998) differentiated between an outsider and insider perspectives in 

research. An important advantage of an outsider perspective is that participants may feel 

more at ease to share their experiences and opinions with the researcher who is not part of 

their immediate social group, given the social pressures that might arise therein. This 

perspective may provide the researcher the opportunity to gain more in-depth and reliable 

information. However, being an outsider and dependent on the insight from the participants’ 

experiences will make the researcher solely dependent on what the participant decides to 

disclose (Rabe, 2003). On the contrary, an insider perspective will provide the researcher 

with exclusive insight into matters that an outsider researcher may not know, such as 

language and culture (Kikumura, 1998). However, with the insider position, participants may 
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not feel comfortable sharing their opinions and experiences with an individual who is part of 

the group, due to the above-mentioned social pressures and potential individually delicate 

circumstances, among other reasons.  

 

In the scope of the current research, I was both an insider and an outsider. I have over 20 

years of work experience in the HE sector in the UK and have worked at over ten universities 

in different parts of the UK, including five years of work experience managing planning 

functions. Therefore, I am equipped with a deep understanding of the HE sector’s regulations 

and policies, governing structures, as well as working knowledge of planning functions 

within UK universities.  Hence, I can be viewed as an insider in terms of experience and 

knowledge of planning remits and varying organisational structures within HE institutions in 

the UK. However, during the time of the interviews and data analysis, I was not a permanent 

employee with responsibility for the planning function at any of the participating institutions, 

I can, therefore, be viewed as an outsider with regard to the participating planning functions 

remits, their role in strategic planning, and their proximity to senior management.  

 

On balance, I felt that participants generally accepted me more easily than they might with a 

complete outsider, as I possessed the essential planning knowledge, including pressure from 

regulatory bodies and an overall appreciation of the challenges faced by universities and 

planning functions during the pandemic. Therefore, my insider/outsider perspective 

positively affected my interaction and approach with managers of planning functions, making 

communication lines clearer and easier between us. Because I was not an employee of any of 

the participating institutions, some interviewees seemed willing to freely voice their 

frustrations, opinions, and recommendations particularly as they knew their identities would 

be anonymised and for the fact that I had no affiliation with their institution.  These factors 

are incredibly important for accurate and valid data collection. 

 

Glesne (2010) argues that in qualitative research, a researcher plays two influential roles as 

both a researcher and as a learner. In addition to gathering data through observations and 

interviews and analysing data, researchers in qualitative research must listen and maintain 

awareness of his or her potential preconceptions throughout the study to become open to 

learning from and with the participants (Glesne, 2010). A researcher needs to be an effective 

listener and learn from the participants’ experiences, rather than approaching the participants 

with the attitude that they are experts on the subject matter (Holliday, 2002). This approach 

has allowed me as a researcher to continuously be open to new ideas and perspectives on the 

data collected and to engage in open communication with participants (Holliday, 2002). 
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The dichotomy between personal subjectivity and objectivity in research is another crucial 

aspect of researcher positionality. While Bourne (1998) regards emotions and subjectivity as 

valuable in offering a unique perspective on the research analysis and findings, Holland 

(2007), on the other hand, views objectivity as necessary when conducting a research project 

and considers emotions and subjectivity to hinder the collection and interpretation of data. 

Watts (2008) considers researchers that fail to reveal the role of subjectivity in their research 

as dishonest. As a human with unique experiences and perceptions about the phenomenon 

being studied, it would have been impossible for me to remain wholly objective throughout 

the research. It is only natural and inevitable to have the emotional investment from the start 

of the research, which kept me inspired to complete this study.  I had the desire, which 

stemmed from my personal experience of the phenomena, to examine SPO’s landscape 

within the UK HE sector with a view to identifying potential enhancements and 

recommendations, rather than simply neutrally describing the existing phenomena. I was 

keenly aware of some of the challenges of SPO managers within the changing regulatory 

environment within the UK HE sector. 

 

One particular challenge that I was aware of from my previous experience of this 

phenomenon is how proximity from senior management was either considered a facilitator or 

a challenge to the involvement of SPO managers in decision-making and strategic planning 

processes. This experience sparked my interest in researching this phenomenon across several 

institutions to discover how planning functions are evolving. This study used a qualitative 

method, which is primarily subjective in approach; it seeks to uncover and understand SPOs’ 

experiences and the reasons that govern such experiences. The researcher’s subjectivity in 

this study enabled a better understanding of SPOs’ experiences and how their experience was 

understood and generated.  

 

3.5 Conclusion  
 

This chapter has described the methodological approach that was used for this study. It has 

provided a justification for the qualitative research methods and techniques, which were 

selected to enable the collection of relevant, rich, and detailed data in the context of the 

interpretivist, social constructionist paradigm. These chosen data collection techniques also 

helped create a more flexible and comfortable interview environment allowing for the 

creation of trust and rapport with participants while also allowing me to be reflexive 

regarding my own emotional investment and objectivity.  These components are unique to 
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qualitative research that would not have been established through a quantitative research 

design. 

 

This chapter has also described the sample selection, data analysis techniques, and provided 

further insights into the study area and key participants; thereby, presenting the reader with 

useful information about the context for the findings and discussion that will follow. Finally, 

regarding data collection and analysis, this chapter presented the techniques used to maintain 

the ethical and reflexive stance throughout the project and to safeguard the validity and 

reliability of this research.   
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Chapter 4:  Presentation of the Findings 

 

4.1 Introduction 
 

This chapter summarises the study's main findings as set against the two research questions 

that guided the investigation. This section aims to report the study findings concisely and 

objectively in a logical order. It will not present detailed interpretations or provide answers to 

the research questions. The chapter will summarize the key findings and themes in tabular 

format for ease of reading. Tables 5a and 6a depict the emergent data structure for each research 

question. The first column includes the first-order categories (terms adequate at the level of 

meaning of the respondents); the concepts contained in the second column show the assembly 

of these first-order concepts into second-order analytical themes. The third includes patterns 

and themes collapsed into overarching themes that emerged from the analysis. Tables 5b and 

6b contain additional supporting evidence, showing representative informant (first-order) 

quotes underlying the second-order themes. For the purpose of this study, it is important to 

note that the term ‘executive group’ refers to a senior core group that exists in all universities 

in one form or another. It usually consists of the Vice-chancellor, Deputy Vice-chancellors, 

Pro Vice-chancellors, Chief Operating Officer, Chief Financial Officer, Chief Human 

Resources Officer, or equivalent roles.  

 

 

 

 Table 5a: Data Structure – Research Question 1. 
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First Order Category Second Order Category Overarching Theme

A. Business Intelligence
1. Leading the strategic intelligence and support the development of 

an evidence-based decision-making culture

B. Ranking, League Tables & Surveys

C. Key Performance Inidcators

D. Statutory Returns 3.  Overseeing compliance to external benchmarks and standards.

E. Student Number Planning 4. Coordination of student load planning and fee income forecasting

F. Annual Planning Cycle 5. Coordination of university-wide reviews.

G. Strategy development and 

implementation

6. Influencing decision-making based on data

H. Risk Management
7. Reporting on risks related to strategy implementation, and 

coordination of risk management activities  

I. Governance
8. Contributing to the work of management and governance 

committees

Leading Business Intelligence, 

Reporting & Compliance
2. Leading the data and performance reporting

Coordinating / Contributing to 

Strategic Planning & Risk 

Management Practices

TABLE 5a

Data structure -  Research Question 1
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Table 5b: Themes, Categories and Quotations - Research Question 1.

 

Second-Order Themes and 

First-Order Categories
Representative Quotations

TABLE 5b

Themes, Categories and Quotations - Research Question 1

A1. The biggest thing that we have cross University responsibility for is business intelligence and information provision (Director, Pre-1992, Russell 

Group)

A2. We also have the business intelligence, I call it business intelligence team, a team that does all the nice dashboards, etc. …I feel we're quite 

advanced with that (Director, Pre-1992, 1994 Group)

A3. We are leading that development for the institution and have been driving that for probably the last five years, and it's getting to a place now 

where the institution is comfortable with the use of business intelligence. And we are now moving forward in terms of the IT infrastructure around 

that. We've used Microsoft Power BI, we've built that, and we've built a data community (Director, Post-1992)

B1. I will have some of the final decisions on whether we move a subject from A to B, because what does that mean in terms of an impact on a 

possible league table position so we have a bit of league table oversigh (Director, Post-1992).

B2. Modelling where we think we might come out in the next table, modelling what we might have to do to improve our league table position (Head, 

Pre-1992, 1994 Group).

B3. We manage the National Student Survey that's a significant piece of work. I think we have it for the reasons around, it's important to us as an 

institution and need to make improvements in that survey so we've got the operation of that (Director, Post-1992).

C1. Looking at student performance by cohort. So whether that's progression, retention, completion, degree outcomes across the board and then in 

particular sectors (Head, Pre-1992, 1994 Group).

C2. Monitoring of the KPI including league tables modelling is another area that we are responsible for...so we provide a full data set to those 

academic departments we choose to review how they're performing so that kind of feeds into that cycle (Head, Post-1992).

C3. We oversee the data and intelligence that's aligning to our seven critical success factors which are five related to students and one related to 

research and innovation income and one relating to our financial position and arrange the KPIs’ (Director, Post-1992). 

D1. I see us being more of a kind of like consultant, critical friend rather than a policeman. We provide assurance over statutory returns. So when we 

have a process whereby the the people who are doing the returns in HR, finance go through their returns with somebody from planning, and we make 

sure that they understand the implications for league tables and for funding (Director, Pre-1992, Russell Group).

D2. Oversight of the returns is something that I specifically have responsibility for, just to ensure that we are delivering a robust, accurate return that 

that maximizes the position of the university in external performance (Director, Post-1992)

D3. Planning have a role in the quality assurance of all external data reporting to the university (Head, Pre-1992, 1994 Group).

Overarching theme: Leading 

Business Intelligence, 

Reporting & Compliance

1. Leading the strategic 

intelligence and support the 

development of an evidence-based 

decision-making culture

     A. Business Intelligence

2. Leading the data and 

performance reporting

    B. Ranking, League Tables & 

Surveys

    C. Key Performance Inidcators

3.  Overseeing compliance to 

external benchmarks and 

standards.

    D. Statutory Returns
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TABLE 5b 

Continued.1

E1. We do coordinate the student population planning across the university but as part of the planning round (Director, Pre-1992)

E2. First and foremost, student numbers planning and forecasting modelling. That's grown in importance vastly with COVID, kind of assumptions 

around recovery (Head, Pre-1992, 1994 Group).

E3. Where the line stops and student number planning between a planning function and the finance department can be almost anywhere on the 

spectrum. So we go all the way to income, so we will monitor student number plans. We will translate those into income and then we pass them over 

to the finance department into the cost base (Director, Post-1992)

F1. The Deputy Vice-Chancellor is the owner of the planning process and as such, we support him in seeing the responsibility of that (Director, Pre-

1992, 1994 Group).

F2. There are multiple committees that we serve as in terms of providing the papers for those, doing the minutes for those, organising the meetings, 

and then doing all the kind of chasing of actions and things throughout the year to make sure all the things we've agreed they would do, actually 

happen. (Head, Pre-1992).

F3. Planning round, again falls entirely to Planning Division to organise kind of sending out all the papers. Essentially, designing the print format 

coordinating it across the different kind of professional service divisions as well as the academic departments and then bringing them together as 

meetings, miniuting those meetings (Head, Pre-1992).

F4. We have a portfolio oversight group at the institution that's chaired by the Deputy Vice-Chancellor, I'm sort of the Deputy Chair, he is about to 

step away from it and I'm gonna take the chair for a while, so I sort of a lead in that space, and I have members of my team who does work around that 

(Director, Post-1992).

F5. There is no planning round. And so I think it's a big gap we ought to be doing a planning round (Director, Pre-1992, Russell Group).

G1. I don't think we can claim that the planning (SPO), makes strategy. The strategy is developed by the senior management team. I would probably 

say that we support that implementation but I I'm struggling to think of an initiative where we thought or said to senior management, this is the 

strategy that you should be embracing or implementing the other way around (Director, Pre-1992).

G2. The role of the planning office at my institution is more towards providing support services, analysis and information to decision makers (Head, 

Post-1992).

G3. I coordinate the development of the strategy at the university, we are there in that space as well (Director, Pre-1992, 1994 Group).

G4. Refresh the strategic framework, that involved, collaborative sort of working facilitated discussions with SMT and then the redevelopment of that 

framework and associated documentation, so risk documentation, KPI documentation that sort of thing (Deputy Director, Post-1992).

G5. I will regularly take conversation from executive, and turn that into paperwork or papers for institutional discussion and consultation so I think 

we are at the heart of those conversations (Director, Post-1992).

G6. The strategic plan that we've got is up to 2030, the support that we provide for that is the management information that kind of backs up the 

different parts of the plan (Head, Pre-1992, Russell Group).

G7. We were heavily involved in the horizon scanning, the scenario planning the kind of analysis and also providing a bit of structure around the 

delivery of the strategy. So provided that kind of support during the development of the strategy (Director, Pre-1992, Russell Group)

Overarching Theme: SPOs 

Coordinate / Contribute to 

Strategic Planning & Risk 

Management Practices

4. Coordination of student load 

planning and fee income 

forecasting

    E. Student Number Planning

5. Coordination of university-

wide reviews

    F. Annual planning cycle

6. Influencing decision-making 

based on data

    G. Strategy development and 

implementation
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TABLE 5b 

Continued.1

E1. We do coordinate the student population planning across the university but as part of the planning round (Director, Pre-1992)

E2. First and foremost, student numbers planning and forecasting modelling. That's grown in importance vastly with COVID, kind of assumptions 

around recovery (Head, Pre-1992, 1994 Group).

E3. Where the line stops and student number planning between a planning function and the finance department can be almost anywhere on the 

spectrum. So we go all the way to income, so we will monitor student number plans. We will translate those into income and then we pass them over 

to the finance department into the cost base (Director, Post-1992)

F1. The Deputy Vice-Chancellor is the owner of the planning process and as such, we support him in seeing the responsibility of that (Director, Pre-

1992, 1994 Group).

F2. There are multiple committees that we serve as in terms of providing the papers for those, doing the minutes for those, organising the meetings, 

and then doing all the kind of chasing of actions and things throughout the year to make sure all the things we've agreed they would do, actually 

happen. (Head, Pre-1992).

F3. Planning round, again falls entirely to Planning Division to organise kind of sending out all the papers. Essentially, designing the print format 

coordinating it across the different kind of professional service divisions as well as the academic departments and then bringing them together as 

meetings, miniuting those meetings (Head, Pre-1992).

F4. We have a portfolio oversight group at the institution that's chaired by the Deputy Vice-Chancellor, I'm sort of the Deputy Chair, he is about to 

step away from it and I'm gonna take the chair for a while, so I sort of a lead in that space, and I have members of my team who does work around that 

(Director, Post-1992).

F5. There is no planning round. And so I think it's a big gap we ought to be doing a planning round (Director, Pre-1992, Russell Group).

G1. I don't think we can claim that the planning (SPO), makes strategy. The strategy is developed by the senior management team. I would probably 

say that we support that implementation but I I'm struggling to think of an initiative where we thought or said to senior management, this is the 

strategy that you should be embracing or implementing the other way around (Director, Pre-1992).

G2. The role of the planning office at my institution is more towards providing support services, analysis and information to decision makers (Head, 

Post-1992).

G3. I coordinate the development of the strategy at the university, we are there in that space as well (Director, Pre-1992, 1994 Group).

G4. Refresh the strategic framework, that involved, collaborative sort of working facilitated discussions with SMT and then the redevelopment of that 

framework and associated documentation, so risk documentation, KPI documentation that sort of thing (Deputy Director, Post-1992).

G5. I will regularly take conversation from executive, and turn that into paperwork or papers for institutional discussion and consultation so I think 

we are at the heart of those conversations (Director, Post-1992).

G6. The strategic plan that we've got is up to 2030, the support that we provide for that is the management information that kind of backs up the 

different parts of the plan (Head, Pre-1992, Russell Group).

G7. We were heavily involved in the horizon scanning, the scenario planning the kind of analysis and also providing a bit of structure around the 

delivery of the strategy. So provided that kind of support during the development of the strategy (Director, Pre-1992, Russell Group)

Overarching Theme: SPOs 

Coordinate / Contribute to 

Strategic Planning & Risk 

Management Practices

4. Coordination of student load 

planning and fee income 

forecasting

    E. Student Number Planning

5. Coordination of university-

wide reviews

    F. Annual planning cycle

6. Influencing decision-making 

based on data

    G. Strategy development and 

implementation
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7. Reporting on risks related to 

strategy implementation, and 

coordination of risk management 

activities 

    H. Risk Management

8. Contributing to the work of 

management and governance 

committees

    I. Governance

H1. We have a cross University role, which is a bit more policey on assurance, we are the sort of Centre for excellence for the risk management 

process. So in the process of rolling out operational risk registers, we'll have to see how the sort of audit and risk committee see it rolling that going 

forward (Director, Pre-1992, Russell Group).

H2. As the Director of Planning, what I should be responsible for, is making sure that we have a really clear strategy with some really clear objectives 

that can be translated into quantifiable KPIs. And that when we construct our enabling plans, and when we construct our risk register, there's really 

close alignment between what we say we're going to do in the enabling plans and the mitigations that we have in the risk register. The risk register 

becomes a tool for the executive and for the governing body to monitor the delivery of the strategy. And so that's what my role should be (Director, 

Pre-1992, Russell Group).

H3. We provide data for the risk register, but we don't hold the risk register. We don't assess the risk, or kind of doing the work around appetite for 

risk. So I would say it is limited to, essentially, provision of data (Head, Pre-1992, Russell Group).

H4. Role in risk management is prime. So, we look after the university's risk framework for risk register and I sit on the audit and risk committee that's 

to report on and provide assurance on risk management (Director, Pre-1992).

H5. We have talked about how risk aligns to our critical success factors, so we do talk about that. And anytime there's a review of how we undertake 

our risk management thoughts and how we present those thoughts and we are usually involved in those conversations (Director, Post-1992).

I1. We've got the Governance function that I'm responsible for, reports into me. So that is, Council or the Board of Governors and all of its 

subcommittees. We support Senate. I wouldn't say all of its sub committees (Director, Pre-1992, 1994 Group).

I2. I could add value to all of these areas, but also support the teams in terms of taking that next step, in terms of support that we give, not only to the 

senior management team in the executive board, but also across the university to schools to departments to professional service divisions (Director, 

Pre-1992, 1994 Group).

I3. We work closely with our governance team... we talk a lot (Director, Post-1992).

TABLE 5b 

Continued.2
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Table 6a: Data structure - Research Question2. 

First Order Category Second Order category
Overarching 

Theme

A1. SPOs at pre-1992 and research focused universities are adequately resourced.

A2. Well structured and resourced SPOs engage and support both the academic leadership and 

senior management and able to interpret the impact of changes in the external environment.

A3. SPOs at post-1992 and teaching focused universities are under resourced.

A4. Under-resourced SPOs are unable to effectively meet the demands from both internal and 

external environments or support strategic planning and risk management processes e.g., 

planning cycle and strategy formation.

1. SPOs at Mature and Research Focused Universities are 

better resourced and thus more able to engage in strategic 

planning and risk management processes than SPOs at 

modern univeristies.

B1. The proliferation of data and the increased awareness of its importance by senior 

management and regulatory bodies.

B2. Advanced technology is essential to effectively manage large datasets for reporting and 

analysis.

B3. Well-structured management information framework and BI tools including dashboards 

ensure strategic alignment across the institution.

2. SPOs that utlise Advanced Data Management 

Technology and reporting tools are more involved in 

strategic planning and strategic risk management than SPOs 

inadequate technology and resources.

C1. Lack of planning specific training opportunities and a consistent approach of doing things 

across the sector.

3. Professional Bodies such as HESAP provide specialist 

training opportunities, ensure consistency across the sector 

and share best practices. 

D1. SPO Managers from pre-1992 and research focused institutions have the job title 

'Director'. 

D2. SPO managers with the 'Director' job title are more engaged in strategy formaulation, 

planning cycle and risk management than SPO managers with job title 'Head'.

D3. SPO managers with the 'Director' job title, are trusted by senior management to be 

engaged in strategic thinking and the development of ideas.

4.1. SPO Managers' Seniority is key for engagement with 

senior stakeholders and the strategic planning process. 

4.2. SPO Managers' Personality is key to gain the trust of 

senrior executive staff and thus more engagement in strategic 

conversations. 

E1. SPO managers are not formally members of the strategic appex. 

E2. SPO managers with the 'Director' job title attend executive group meetings regularly to 

discuss topics of strategic importance and to facilitate strategic thinking.

E3. SPO managers with 'Director' job title support and facilitate strategic activities e.g., 

strategy meetings and strategy away days.

E4. SPO managers’ with the 'Director' job title report to a member of the executive group and 

more engaged with executive members than SPO managers with the  'Head' job title. 

E5. SPO managers with 'Director, job title have frequent and regular meetings with the head 

of the institution. 

5.1. SPO Managers' Proximity to the Executive Group and 

the head of the institution enables better communication and 

involvement in strategic planning and risk management

5.2. SPO managers’ view on a given situation is defined by 

their Location within the organisational hierarchy

5.3. SPO managers' Location within the organisation is key 

in applying personal agency and determines the level of 

involvement and influence in the decision-making process.

F1. Unexpected events, such as COVID-19 pandemic, change universities' approach to risk 

management from reactive to proactive strategic risk management aligned with the wider 

strategic planning process.

F2. SPOs contribute to the management of risk directly or indirectly through the intelligence 

produced to inform decision making.

F3. SPOs at pre-1992 research focused universities are more engaged in the risk management 

practices and conversations than SPOs at post-1992 modern and teaching focused institutions.

F4. SPO managers with proximity to the executive group and the head of institution are more 

engaged in the institutional response to uncertainties than those managers with no or limited 

access to the executive group.

6. The Positioning of SPOs within the organisational 

hierarchy is vital for the visibility of risk and to ensure 

alignment between risks and enabling plans..

Resources

Structure

TABLE 6a

Data structure -  Research Question 2
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Table 6b: Themes, Categories and Quotations – Research Question 2. 

 
 

Second-Order Themes and First-Order Categories Representative Quotations

Overarching theme: Resources

1. SPOs at Mature and Research Focused Universities are better resourced and thus 

more able to engage in strategic planning and risk management processes than SPOs at 

modern univeristies.

A1. SPOs at pre-1992 and research focused universities are adequately resourced.

A2. Well structured and resourced SPOs engage and support both the academic 

leadership and senior management and able to interpret the impact of changes in the 

external environment.

A3. SPOs at post-1992 and teaching focused universities are under resourced.

A4. Under-resourced SPOs are unable to effectively meet the demands from both 

internal and external environments or support strategic planning and risk management 

processes e.g., planning cycle and strategy formation.

A1. I think we've got adequate resource, if I wanted to put any more resources in it would be into the data and analytics 

side of the number (Director, Pre-1992, Russell Group).

A2. we've got dedicated planning partner for each college, we've got a dedicated planning partner for each head of 

professional service area (Director, Pre-1992, 1994 Group).

A3. We just hardly have any staff.  It's a challenge with the resources that we have... There's only so much that we can do. 

So let's focus on things that we can do and try and get as much as we can (Director, Post-1992).

A4. You have not got time to do the strategy side so I can do  the urgent and important stuff. I can't sit here and think 

about what I would like the work to look like over the next year and how I'm going to plan that work (Head, Pre-1992, 

Russell Group).

2. SPOs that utlise Advanced Data Management Technology and reporting tools are 

more involved in strategic planning and strategic risk management than SPOs 

inadequate technology and resources.

B1. The proliferation of data and the increased awareness of its importance by senior 

management and regulatory bodies.

B2. Advanced technology is essential to effectively manage large datasets for reporting 

and analysis.

B3. Well-structured management information framework and BI tools including 

dashboards ensure strategic alignment across the institution.

B1.I think, planning offices, just generally seem to be growing, there's been, and especially around data, and you can see 

sort of a proliferation of roles and related to data and business intelligence (Director, Pre-1992).

B2. I think what is happening in the sector is, we have the technology moving so fast, but the sector is moving so slow. 

And we end up having this big gap when we have all these available data and not necessarily know what to do with data 

(Head, Post-1992).

B3. I think that the kind of the route to go from being student number planning office to being strategy actually goes 

through the Business Intelligence… When you provide information to people across the organisation, and this is where 

dashboards really help because before dashboards… you have to produce it with the limitation of a spreadsheet.... But 

the nice thing about dashboard reporting is that you've got exactly the same screen that an individual academic who's 

responsible for a programme is looking at, and the Vice Chancellor is looking at, and they're both getting the information 

that they need from the same application (Director, Pre-1992, Russell Group).

3. Professional Bodies such as HESAP provide specialist training opportunities, ensure 

consistency across the sector and share best practices. 

C1. Lack of planning specific training opportunities and a consistent approach of doing 

things across the sector.

C1. a. I think there is a real lack of professional skills training that is specific to planning to how you run a good 

planning round, what you might want to look out for, what is the basic information you should be providing to people to 

do that (Head, Pre-1992, Russell Group).

C1. b. HESPA is a good source of training … so you will see things on student number planning, you will see things on 

the annual planning round, but every institution is a slightly different in a way. It's sharing good practice and ideas and 

those things are valuable ... formal training is quite niche (Director, Post-1992).

C1. c. We struggle in Wales because conversation in the university Alliance where every institution for us is English is 

all about the English politics and they don't apply to Wales (Director, Post-1992).

TABLE 6b

 Themes, Categories and Quotations -  Research Question 1
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Overarching theme: Structure

4.1. SPO Managers' Seniority is key for engagement with senior stakeholders and the 

strategic planning process. 

4.2. SPO Managers' Personality is key to gain the trust of senrior executive staff and 

thus more engagement in strategic conversations.

D1. SPO Managers from pre-1992 and research focused institutions have the job title 

'Director'. 

D2. SPO managers with the 'Director' job title are more engaged in strategy 

formaulation, planning cycle and risk management than SPO managers with job title 

'Head'.

D3. SPO managers with the 'Director' job title, are trusted by senior management to be 

engaged in strategic thinking and the development of ideas.

D1. I think there are reasonable opportunities really because certainly planning directors have a reasonable amount of 

access to the executive group, and the executive group rely on us for some strategic thinking and development of ideas, 

and certainly provision of data (Head, Pre-1992, 1994 Group).

D2. The executive team is about to have an away day in June, and I'm going to be attending to facilitate discussion. So it's 

away (day) and strategy prioritisation so I'm going to be preparing the agenda now, will facilitate the discussions between 

the senior management team members (Director, Pre-1992).

D3. I've built the relationships with the senior team in which they build that trust in the director. And then once you have 

that trust, they will allow you to take some accountability or delegated authority to certain extent in some decisions 

(Director, Pre-1992, 1994 Group). 

5.1. SPO Managers' Proximity to the Executive Group and the head of the institution 

enables better communication and involvement in strategic planning and risk 

management

5.2. SPO managers’ view on a given situation is defined by their Location within the 

organisational hierarchy

5.3. SPO managers' Location within the organisation is key in applying personal 

agency and determines the level of involvement and influence in the decision-making 

process.

E1. SPO managers are not formally members of the strategic appex. 

E2. SPO managers with the 'Director' job title attend executive group meetings 

regularly to discuss topics of strategic importance and to facilitate strategic thinking.

E3. SPO managers with 'Director' job title support and facilitate strategic activities e.g., 

strategy meetings and strategy away days.

E4. SPO managers’ with the 'Director' job title report to a member of the executive 

group and more engaged with executive members than SPO managers with the  'Head' 

job title. 

E5. SPO managers with 'Director, job title have frequent and regular meetings with the 

head of the institution. 

E1. I think where we could be making more of a contribution is if the director of planning was also on the executive 

team, I think we could make a more direct, and a more proactive contribution to strategy development (Director, Pre-

1992).

E2. I'm not a member of the executive, but as in all of my roles, I'm often in attendance at the executive.... So when they're 

talking about the strategy, or they're talking about risk, or like next week, we've got to have our KPIs have become 

reportable. So I'm going to go along and present the paper on how it performed and what the risks associated with it are 

and what we're doing in response to it (Director, Pre-1992, Russell Group).

E3. When we have strategy away days, and when we've had workshops to develop the strategy, I've tended to be the one 

who's organized them… I see myself as a midfielder, will run around or kick the ball up, and then another member of the 

exec can do the presenting bit and do the facilitation of it (Director, Pre-1992, Russell Group).

E4. I think the proximity is vital in relationship with colleagues in executive (team). I think distance from that structure 

would create barriers. The informal conversations are there, the trust is there, I think, the proximity is absolutely key 

(Director, Post-1992).

E5. We have regular one to one scheduled. We'll have text message conversations. If he says, can you call me, I'll call 

him. If I go to him or something he's open. I mean, he's Fantastic (Director, Pre-1992, 1994 Group).
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6. The Positioning of SPOs within the organisational hierarchy is vital for the visibility 

of risk and to ensure alignment between risks and enabling plans.

F1. Unexpected events, such as COVID-19 pandemic, can change universities' 

approach to risk management from reactive and box ticking exercise to proactive 

strategic risk management aligned with the wider strategic planning process.

F2. SPOs contribute to the management of risk directly or indirectly through the 

intelligence produced to inform decision making.

F3. SPOs at pre-1992 research focused universities are more engaged in the risk 

management practices and conversations than SPOs at post-1992 modern and teaching 

focused institutions.

F4. SPO managers with proximity to the executive group and the head of institution are 

more engaged in the institutional response to uncertainties than those managers with no 

or limited access to the executive group.

F1. In a normal year we will report on risk twice a year, and I think I probably have six or seven risk reports during the 

pandemic. And so I think that's really transformed the engagement with risk management within the university and people 

are coming to the realization that you can actually use our risk register to proactively manage the current environment and 

also use it to identify opportunities and support new opportunities (Director, Pre-1992).

F2. Planning for the future has never been as important as it is now in particular with regards to the pandemic and I see 

there's a role for these teams to think beyond the short term, should be thinking very much short, medium and long and 

how we support academic colleagues and professional service colleagues to weather this storm and still be around for the 

next 10, 50 or 100 years (Director, Pre-1992, 1994 Group).

F3. I would say that planning will play a greater role... because it's evidenced by the work that we've done during the 

pandemic. So when we went into the first lockdown all the work that we had to do for the response to get the university 

into the right place, having to remove x million out of our pay and non pay budgets for the 20/2021 academic (Director, 

Pre-1992, 1994 Group).

F4.  My role in that would be, as a member of senior team so senior team are contributors to the risk register. We discuss 

it before it goes to anywhere near the board of governance so I'm involved in the itteration of that. As I said earlier on 

anytime we we design or we think how we do risk. I tend to be involved in the conversations around the design (Director, 

Post-1992).
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4.2 How are Strategy and Planning Offices involved in strategic planning and 

risk management process at public sector universities in the UK? 
 

A summary of the key findings reflected the role of SPOs in leading the reporting and 

compliance across the university using strategic business intelligence based on interpreting 

the external operating environments and evaluating their impacts. A coordinating and 

supporting role to the executive group also emerged, where SPOs coordinate university-wide 

reviews and influence the decision-making process based on business intelligence.   

 

4.2.1 The Remit of Strategy and Planning Offices  

 

During the interviewing process, respondents were asked a number of questions to gather their 

views regarding SPOs’ remit, the breadth of work which is undertaken, and how different 

universities manage their units. Planning departments come in different shapes and sizes, and 

their department titles reflect the wide range of activities they cover. All the twelve departments 

had the word 'planning' in their titles, and four departments had ‘strategic planning’ in their 

titles. Interestingly, the four departments with the words ‘strategic planning’ in their titles were 

from pre-1992 research-intensive institutions. Two departments had only the word ‘Planning’ 

in their titles indicating the generic nature of the unit. One department’s title included the word 

‘Analytics’ to emphasise the business intelligence dimension of its remit. The word 

‘Performance’ was found in two department titles emphasising the business intelligence scope 

of the planning offices.  

 

Three SPO managers had responsibilities over functions other than planning, namely: Planning 

and Governance, Planning and Academic Administration, Strategic Planning and Projects, and 

Planning and Risk Management. One SPO Director commented that planning teams had 

become the space for various functions not necessarily related to planning ‘planning is an 

interesting word because it becomes a sort of space that you can almost throw anything in… 

COVID is an extreme example, but the role seems to move around and moving into different 

areas of work’ (Director, Post-1992). This quote explains the volatility of the planning 

department and the lack of clarity regarding the exact job responsibilities assigned to it, this is 

highlighted by ‘sort of space you can almost throw anything in’. Furthermore, the different 

titles allocated to the strategic planning departments further indicate the lack of universal 

understanding. 
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4.2.1.1 Business Intelligence  

 

Business Intelligence was the single function undertaken by all respondents across all twelve 

institutions in scope for this research. There was a considerable reliance on business 

intelligence teams to produce dashboards to support strategy and performance ‘BI team 

responsible for producing dashboards that are related to the strategy in the KPIs, but they also 

act as a kind of Centre of Excellence helping the BI teams around the university develop their 

data manipulation and data visualization presentation skills’ (Director, Pre-1992, Russell 

Group). Furthermore, SPOs played an essential role in producing reports and management 

information for senior management and governing bodies ‘the production of business 

intelligence bespoke information and reporting to inform the university committee structure 

and governing body’ (Deputy Director, Post-1992). Other than statutory reporting, senior 

management require various levels of reports and insights to support decision-making and 

essential processes ‘I would expect the planning team to be providing me with … institutional 

research to provide insight based on that data, I would expect them to be doing reporting. So, 

I would expect them to be making available data, but I would also be expecting them to be 

providing a report at different levels, that would be supporting institutional level reports, but 

also reports that would be required to support degree awarding powers responsibilities, as well 

any of the statutory return’ (Deputy Vice-Chancellor, Post-1992). One interviewee clarified 

that their team was also leading on the development of the technical infrastructure for business 

intelligence at their institution ‘we also have the business intelligence, I call it business 

intelligence team, a team that does all the nice dashboards, etc. …I feel we're quite advanced 

with that. I don't think we're as advanced with the Data Warehouse Solutions just yet. But that 

is a project that my team are working on with colleagues in it’. (Director, Pre-1992, 1994 

Group). One interviewee emphasised the importance of BI in transforming the role of planners 

to be more strategic ‘I think that the kind of the route to go from being student number planning 

office to being strategy actually goes through the Business Intelligence… when you provide 

information to people across the organisation, and this is where dashboards really help because 

before dashboards… you have to produce it with the limitation of a spreadsheet.... But the nice 

thing about dashboard reporting is that you've got exactly the same screen that an individual 

academic who's responsible for a programme is looking at, and the Vice Chancellor is looking 

at, and they're both getting the information that they need from the same application’ (Director, 

Pre-1992, Russell Group). Similar approach about the importance of Business Intelligence as 

a key planning function was echoed by one Director from Wales ‘We are leading that 

development for the institution and have been driving that for probably the last five years, and 

it's getting to a place now where the institution is comfortable with the use of business 
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intelligence. And we are now moving forward in terms of the IT infrastructure around that. 

We've used Microsoft Power BI, we've built that, and we've built a data community’ (Director, 

Post-1992). The findings show that SPOs are not only responsible for the provision of data 

analysis, dashboards, and reporting, but they are also leading the development of the underlying 

infrastructure and data models underneath the business intelligence tools.   

 

4.2.1.2 Internal and External Reporting  

 

External reporting has a broad remit which includes (a) statutory returns and regulatory bodies 

reporting, (b) league tables and surveys, and (c) institutional performance (KPIs). All 

respondents reported external reporting to statutory agencies, funding councils and regulatory 

bodies as one of SPOs’ key responsibilities but with varying degrees of involvement. On the 

main, all respondents confirmed some form of responsibility over statutory returns, particularly 

for student data or oversight for quality assurance purposes ‘there's that external reporting, and 

planning have a role in the quality assurance of all external data reporting to the university’ 

(Head, Pre-1992, 1994 Group). There are several returns made by each institution to different 

agencies and statutory bodies, including finance, estate, student, staff etc. Planning departments 

had varying levels of responsibilities over some or all of these returns. For example, one 

respondent had a broader role in fulfilling and overseeing several returns ‘statutory returns, the 

HESA student, offshore, UNISTATS, and then general oversight of the returns is something 

that I specifically have responsibility for, just to ensure that we are delivering a robust, accurate 

return that maximizes the position of the university’ (Director, Post-1992). On the other hand, 

the respondent from a pre-1992 institution reported that the planning unit had an oversight 

responsibility over the returns, but they did not do them ‘Oversight of external returns. I mean, 

I've been to meetings today about external return, we don't do them, we take oversight of them 

and determine what they say about the university’ (Director, Pre-1992, Russell Group). One 

director highlighted the importance of focusing on external reporting as a key area for planning 

‘we need to be more involved in that external environment piece that we've just talked about is 

where we need to be next’ (Director, Post-1992). One respondent emphasised the importance 

of external returns for institutions and why planning teams may be involved in the operations 

of doing the returns to regulatory bodies instead of registry ‘the role of planning would just be 

assurance, but I think until you've got that maturity in the registry, you need the planning office 

to do it’ (Director, Pre-1992, Russell Group). Although statutory reporting is a key requirement 

by all HEIs, senior management expect SPOs to analyise what they say about their institutions 

before publishing ‘I think sometimes the function has been very good in terms of reporting and 
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data, but not very good in its insights. And its understanding of what that data is saying’ (Chief 

Financial Officer, Post-1992).    

 

A key driver for institutions to assign external reporting responsibility to planning functions or 

oversee statutory returns outputs was to allow internal scrutiny and data modeling before being 

returned to statutory agencies, regulatory bodies, and independent external agents such as 

league tables. These agencies utilise institutional data to produce various performance 

indicators and measures used for compliance, performance against institutional targets and 

strategic plans as well as ranking in national and international league tables ‘modelling where 

we think we might come out in the next table, modelling what we might have to do to improve 

our league table position’ (Head, Pre-1992, 1994 Group). Another interviewee emphasized 

Planning’s leading role in league table despite not being responsible for any statutory returns 

at her institution ‘we will get involved in that and I will have some of the final decisions on 

whether we move a subject from A to B, because what does that mean in terms of an impact 

on a possible league table position so we have a bit of league table oversight, which means we 

are interested, but we don't produce’ (Director, Post-1992). The type of institution was found 

as a factor in SPOs’ involvement and effort needed in modelling and monitoring league tables. 

For example, one respondent from a pre-1992 research-intensive university and with prior 

experience of working at several institutions observed that prestigious universities don’t spend 

too much effort on league tables in the same way other universities do e.g., post-1992 ‘they 

don't focus on the league tables in the same way as other institutions have a big focus on it and, 

you know, it's sort of people are interested in (University J) but because (University J) always 

does quite well. They (management) only become interested if we dropped. So we do have to 

do more kind of retrospective analysis, rather than in other institutions where they're (Post-

1992 universities) much more proactive and they're looking at, where might we sit next year 

based on recent data returned’ (Head, Pre-1992, Russell Group). 

 

The institutional performance or KPIs is one of planning offices’ major tasks and scored the 

highest percentage of planners' tasks in the latest HESPA Remit survey 2020.  KPIs are 

monitored against internal and external targets and benchmarks e.g. Teaching Excellence 

Framework, Research Excellence Framework and League Tables ‘another area is monitoring 

of the KPI including league tables modelling’ (Head, Post-1992). However, KPIs as a stand-

alone function was not mentioned by many participants in this research, because KPIs as a 

function is embedded in most of what planners did, particularly the business intelligence ‘BI 

team responsible for producing dashboards that are related to the strategy and the KPIs’ 

(Director, Pre-1992, RussellGroup). It was noted from the conversations with most respondents 
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that planners’ role in KPIs was to monitor and oversee the progress of KPIs, but they do not 

set the KPIs for their institutions. ‘We oversee the data and intelligence that's aligning to our 

seven critical success factors which are five related to students and one related to research and 

innovation income and one relating to our financial position and arrange the KPIs’ (Director, 

Post-1992).  

 

Engagement with the external and internal environments and stakeholders is a key SPO 

function. However, the data revealed some variation associated with planning offices’ 

engagement and knowledge of the internal and external environments. Six respondents with 

the director job title reported that their teams operate in both the external and internal 

environments at varying levels of operation ‘we operate both internally and externally…we do 

serve a coordinating role internally, but also we're in contact for the university with the Scottish 

Funding Council for example and the league tables’ (Director, Pre-1992). One respondent 

considered that the role of SPO was to interpret changes in the external environment and to 

assess their impact on internal plans and stakeholders’ behaviour and understanding ‘a league 

table change in methodology for a particular subject will have an impact on that subject within 

the school. So, we need to ensure that they understand the information that's being released’ 

(Director, Post-1992). The impact of internal actions on the external performance was noted 

by one respondent highlighting the importance for SPOs to operate in both environments 

equally ‘because whatever is happening internally, it has a knock-on effect on what is 

happening externally as well’ (Head, Post-1992). On the contrary, one respondent reported that 

to truly measure institutional performance in a particular area or subject, SPOs should apply 

external factors indicators onto internal performance ‘I think the balance needs to shift. We 

need to be taking sector intelligence bringing that back into the institution and then working 

out what that means for us. And certainly, in the last five years the shift from internal to external 

has moved significantly’ (Director, Post-1992). 

 

4.2.1.3 Student number planning  

 

Another important function under the remit of planning offices was student number planning 

and fee income forecasting, which involved cross-university conversations, including 

academics, finance, and senior management team. Seven respondents indicated that the student 

number planning function was one of planning’s prime responsibilities ‘we also lead the SNP 

process in partnership with Finance colleagues, which includes five years budget forecasting 

based on student number and fee income projections’ (Head, Post-1992). Another respondent 

emphasised the well-defined and established role of the planning team in leading the student 
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number planning process ‘the role of the team in students number planning, and portfolio 

planning is well established and has been for a number of years and I think that's solid’ 

(Director, Post-1992). However, even when planning was the lead office on student number 

planning function, other departments played a dominating role in finalizing the process ‘but 

even though it's under planning you have other departments as well, like finance to play a role’ 

(Head, Post-1992). A respondent emphasises the key relationship between Finance and 

Planning from the executive group  ‘I think it's a very key relationship for my department… I 

think the particular importance for my department is probably two fold. Firstly, the student 

number forecasts and the student numbers that we recruit, are inextricably linked with our 

income projections and income performance. And then secondly, I have a responsibility to the 

audit committee for data assurance’ (Chief Financial Officer, Post-1992 University). The 

increased importance of student number planning was noticed during the pandemic ‘First and 

foremost, student numbers planning forecasting, planning modelling. And then that's grown in 

importance vastly with, COVID, kind of assumptions around recovery’. Five respondents 

confirmed the shared and overlapping responsibility over student number planning particularly 

with finance team ‘where the line stops between a planning function and the finance department 

can be almost anywhere on the spectrum. So we go all the way to income, we will monitor 

student number plans, we will translate those into income and then we pass them over to the 

finance department into the cost base’ (Director, Post-1992). 

 

4.2.1.4 Annual planning cycle  

 

Student number planning as a function was usually part of a larger university task called 

‘annual planning cycle’ or ‘planning round’, which imbeds several processes such as financial 

planning, academic planning, space planning, and student number planning ‘I talk about five 

things, so there are financial planning, student number planning, academic planning, estate and 

space planning and workload planning’ (Deputy Director, Post-1992). During this cross-

institution task, universities evaluated the performance of each academic department from 

different angels including success, risks, staffing, student numbers, strategic plans etc. ‘annual 

monitoring is the main way for academic departments to request additional resources, and also 

to have a kind of annual review of how they performed against their strategic plan’ (Head, Pre-

1992, Russell Group). The annual planning round was considered an overarching process ‘that 

has oversight for these activities and brings them all together’ (Director, Post-1992).  

 

Although all respondents had either a leading or shared responsibility over the student number 

planning process, only six institutions had a prime responsibility over the annual planning 



 

 91 

cycle. Planning cycles were usually led by a senior executive team member primarily by 

Deputy Vice-chancellors. The role of SPOs in the annual planning cycle varied between 

universities. One respondent explained the leading role she had in the process ‘The annual 

planning round … we assess our faculty and professional support areas’ plans against where 

we want to be in terms of our 2030 strategy ... and inside there are a lot of our work is around 

portfolio development … so we have a portfolio oversight group at the institution that's chaired 

by the Deputy Vice-chancellor, I'm sort of the Deputy Chair, he is about to step away from it 

and I'm going to take the chair for a while, so I sort of a lead in that space’ (Director, Post-

1992). Another respondent indicated the support and coordinating role that the planning unit 

provided to the member of the senior executive team in running the planning round sessions 

‘the Deputy Vice-chancellor is the owner of the planning process as such, and we support him 

in seeing the responsibility of that’ (Director, Pre-1992, 1994 Group). 

 

Table 7: SPO remits by functions. 

 

Key: P= Prime, S= Shared, C= Contributory, R= Remote, N= Function Not Available 

 

4.2.1.5 Strategy Development 

 

Strategy development or strategy formulation is the foundation of strategic planning where 

institutions involving the development of institutional vision and mission and enabling plans 

and how these plans will be accomplished and measured. The data analysis revealed that 

horizon scanning, scenario planning and strategy implementation were the main activities of 

strategy development, which some SPOs were involved in ‘we then spent a year coming up 

with a new strategy for the university. And at that point, we were heavily involved in the 

horizon scanning, the scenario planning the kind of analysis and also providing a bit of structure 

A B C D E F G H I G K L

BI P P P P P P P P P P P P

Ranking P S P P P P P P P C P P

KPIs P C P P P P P P P C P P

Student Number Planning P S P S P S S P P P P S

Annual Planning Cycle N C C N P P P N N P P P

Strategy Development S S C C P P P C C C S P

Risk Management P C C R C P P C R C P C

Statutory returns P P P C S P S S S R S S

Governance R R R R C P P R C R C C

Functions
University/Respondent ID
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around the delivery of the strategy. So, provided that kind of support during the development 

of the strategy’. (Director, Pre-1992, Russell Group) 

 

The findings demonstrated a varying level of involvement in strategy development. Five 

respondents, all are Directors and mostly from post-1992 institutions, reported that they had a 

prime responsibility for strategy formation ‘we are directly responsible for strategy 

development .... but aligned to that is obviously making that strategy a reality of the 

implementation of that, which is very much the planning process in my eyes’ (Director, Pre-

1992, 1994 Group). Having a prime responsibility over strategy formation did not necessarily 

mean that SPO were leading the strategy development process. However, in most cases SPOs 

took a leading role in coordinating the process including the provision of support to senior 

management, feeding of management information and documentation of actions ‘I led an 

exercise with the senior management team to refresh the strategic framework, that involved, 

collaborative sort of working facilitated discussions with SMT and then the redevelopment of 

that framework and associated documentation, so risk documentation KPI documentation that 

sort of thing’ (Deputy Director, Post-1992). A reoccurring pattern was that most respondents 

highlighted the coordinating role of SPO in strategy development ‘I coordinate the 

development of the strategy at the university, we are there in that space as well’ (Director, Pre-

1992, Russell Group). However, a senior respondent expected SPOs to play a more significant 

role in the business planning process and linking all elements together ‘I think I would also be 

expecting them to be have a technical knowledge about strategy and about planning, about 

business planning, and how that then all links with resources but financial and staffing. So 

essentially they are the experts in planning and strategy as well’ (Deputy Vice Chancellor, Post-

1992).  

 

Three respondents (two directors and one deputy director) reported a shared responsibility over 

strategy development ‘… assisting with strategy development and writing strategic plans and 

data analysis’ (Director, Pre-1992). The data revelated that one reason for a shared 

responsibility was due to reduced capacity within planning functions ‘we didn't do much 

horizon scanning, just because we were a very small team and there wasn't really much 

capacity. In the last few years, our communications team has grown a fair bit lately and they 

do quite a lot of horizon scanning because they've now got a sort of a Public Engagement 

Office’ (Director, Pre-1992). 

 

One respondent noted that SPOs’ involvement in strategy development activities depended on 

institutional maturity and location of the planning function within the organisational structure 
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‘in our current context and environment, horizon scanning does not fit within the planning 

function that sits within the marketing function’ (Deputy Director, Post-1992). Therefore, four 

respondents, all are Heads and mostly from post-1992 universities, reported a contributory and 

supporting involvement in strategy development through data ‘the support that we provide for 

that (strategic plan) is the management information that kind of backs up the different parts of 

the plan. And again, kind of looking across proposals to see that they meet the terms of that 

strategic plan, but it's not the Planning division kind of driving it forwards, if that makes sense’ 

(Head, Pre-1992, Russell Group). 

 

Respondents were asked an important question relating to their perception of their role 

regarding the strategic planning process. In particular, they were asked whether they perceived 

their role to be central to drive the strategic planning process or limited to providing support to 

decision makers. Three respondents with the director job title perceived their role to be a 

mixture of central and support to the strategic planning process ‘I think it’s a mixture of both 

of them. we then spent a year coming up with a new strategy for the university. And at that 

point, we were heavily involved in the horizon scanning, the scenario planning the kind of 

analysis and also providing a bit of structure around the delivery of the strategy. So, provided 

that kind of support during the development of the strategy’ (Director, Pre-1992, Russell 

Group). One respondent explained how engaged they felt in  strategic planning and strategy 

implementation, emphasising the central role SPOs played in the strategic planning process 

‘When it's the strategy, of course, and the overarching strategy, it's the Vice-chancellor as well 

as the executive board, the VC has a team that is dedicated to getting this strategy up and 

running, of which, you know, I sit on and I'm driving most of these conversations for him. So 

I don't think we're on the side lines at all. No, I think we're central to this’ (Director, Pre-1992, 

1994 Group). 

 

Similarly, the respondent from a post-1992 institution emphasised that her role was central to 

the strategic planning process, including writing proposals for major activities and interpreting 

plans into actions and processes, and rolling them over for the institution ‘the board obviously 

will sign off what plans look like that. Yeah, translating the strategic plan into what that means 

for the institution is my responsibility’ (Director, Post-1992). The respondent further explained 

that the SPO was at the heart of the strategic planning process, but the examples given indicated 

a more support and administrative role rather than leading strategy and policy development ‘I 

will regularly take conversation from executive and turn that into paperwork or papers for 

institutional discussion and consultation, so I think we are at the heart of those conversations’ 

(Director, Post-1992).  
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Two respondents with the director job title and all the four respondents with the ‘head’ job title 

reported that their role was limited to providing administrative support and management 

information to the executive group and senior managers who drive strategic planning and 

strategy development at their institutions ‘the strategic plan that we've got is up to 2030, the 

support that we provide for that is the management information that kind of backs up the 

different parts of the plan … but it's not. It's not the Planning division kind of driving it 

forwards, if that makes sense’ (Head, Pre-1992, Russell Group). Two directors and one head 

felt that their role started to shift from sitting on the side lines of the strategic planning process 

more towards the centre ‘it's been limited to providing support services. I think it's moving in 

the direction of becoming more central because that's why they (management) have changed 

the role (Director of Planning role) I've moved into the remit that they're giving me. It just 

doesn't exist at the moment’ (Director, Pre-1992, Russell Group). Similarly, another respondent 

felt that her role as a head of SPO was becoming more central to the strategic planning process 

‘I would say that it's in the latter camp (limited to provide administrative support), but 

beginning to move into the former’ (Head, Pre-1992, 1994 Group).  

 

Defining a clear role for SPOs in strategy development and strategic planning was difficult for 

one respondent who initially said that the planning role was central to driving strategic planning 

‘that is a difficult question, we are diffidently central to some processes. The directorate has a 

very clear responsibility, you know, very visible in, in developing our latest strategic plan’ 

(Director, Post-1992). However, the same respondent later explained that the planning office 

did not drive strategic planning; rather that her office’s role was mainly to provide support to 

the executive group who envisage the plan ‘I don't think we can claim that the planning, makes 

strategy. The strategy is developed by the senior management team. I would probably say that 

we support that implementation but I I'm struggling to think of an initiative where we thought 

or said to senior management, this is the strategy that you should be embracing or implementing 

the other way around’ (Director, Post-1992). 

 

 

4.2.1.6 Risk Management 

 

Overseeing the risk management framework was a function planners led on or contributed to. 

Eight respondents confirmed that the risk management function was not under planning remit 

‘within the planning function as it stands there is no explicit responsibility for risk management 

at functional or university level’ (Deputy Director, post-1992). Most interviewees indicated 
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that this function fell under the Governance team’s remit ‘I am not responsible for risk 

management, this sits under governance’ (Head, Post-1992). Some respondents clarified that 

risk management is not a planning function and should sit somewhere else other than planning 

‘risk management sit with the legal and governance team. That's not falling into my remit, and 

it's always been elsewhere’ (Director, Pre-1992, 1994 Group). However, most respondents 

confirmed responsibility for maintaining their own department’s risk register as risk owners 

‘I’m responsible for our own planning risk register’ (Head, Pre-1992, 1994 Group).  

 

Two respondents warned that separating the management of risks from the planning function 

and the relationship to KPIs, will make the risk management process a meaningless routine 

‘when you separate the risk management from the strategy and the KPIs, then it's more likely 

just to become a box ticking exercise that people do once a semester’ (Director, Pre-1992, 

Russell Group). One respondent confirmed the same idea from University C ‘it's just how well 

understood they are … but sometimes I always feel they just more or less a tick box exercise 

rather than something which effectively is meaningful’. Regardless of under which team risk 

management function sits, SPO will always be a key contributor to the management of risk 

across the institution through business intelligence ‘the intelligence that the planning function 

produces informed decision making to help manage risk, then yes, I'd say planning is a key 

contributor to that’ (Deputy Director, Post-1992). A recurring pattern highlighted the 

importance for SPOs to maintain a close link with risk management to ensure alignment 

between risks and enabling plans ‘as the Director of Planning, what I should be responsible for, 

is making sure that we have a really clear strategy with some really clear objectives that can be 

translated into quantifiable KPIs. And that when we construct our enabling plans, and when we 

construct our risk register, there's really close alignment between what we say we're going to 

do in the enabling plans and the mitigations that we have in the risk register. So the risk 

becomes a tool for the executive and for the governing body to monitor the delivery of the 

strategy, and so that's what my role should be’ (Director, Pre-1992, Russell Group). Another 

respondent also echoed this, who emphasized the close link between strategic planning and risk 

management and questioned how these two functions could be separated ‘Strategic Planning 

and risk management should be closely aligned; I think you have to plan to manage the risks. 

So you can't be doing them separately. And whenever I stopped to think about it, it is weird 

that planning and risk management are two separate things.’ (Director, Pre-1992, 1994 Group) 

 

In total, four respondents confirmed that they have complete responsibility for the management 

of the risk management framework at their institutions ‘my specific role is a prime role in the 

sense of my team are responsible for risk management, we have an executive board sponsor 
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for risk. And so, I ensure that my Risk Manager liaises with the executive board sponsor to get 

through all the work that you've outlined’ (Director, Post-1992). A recurring subject within the 

data was an emphasis on the increasing importance of risk management following the pandemic 

‘I feel that there's been an interesting change in our approach to risk management internally 

since the pandemic. Previously, we did maintain risk register, and we weren't actively using 

risk appetite at all to manage risks’ (Director, Pre-1992). Even when risk management was not 

under planning’s remit, one respondent explained her leading role in the management of the 

university’s strategic risk in her position as a member of the senior management team ‘Risk 

Management sits in governance … my role in that would be, as a member of senior team, so 

senior team are contributors to the risk register, we discuss it before it goes to anywhere near 

the board of governors so I'm involved in the iteration of that. As I said earlier on anytime, we 

design, we think how we do risk…we have in the last six months started to talk myself and the 

university Secretary about how we bring more closely together the risk register and our seven 

critical success factors’ (Director, Post-1992). Three interviewees demonstrated that SPOs 

contributed to the management of the risk management framework with varying degrees of 

involvement e.g., providing data to update the university’s risk register and risk appetite ‘we 

provide data for the risk register, but we don't hold the risk register, we don't assess the risk, or 

kind of doing the work around appetite for risk. So I would say it is limited to, essentially, 

provision of data’ (Head, Pre-1992). Furthermore, through data reporting, some respondents 

reported a proactive involvement in the development of a university-wide heatmap, 

highlighting areas of risk for multiple functions and projects ‘I do contribute to risk registers 

for the governing body and for the SMT, but that's coordinated by legal and governance … and 

I developed a heat map, which was shared with senior management team at the beginning of 

this year, that indicated the pinch points essentially all of the different projects that university 

was running to help them make decisions’ (Deputy Director, Post-1992).  

 

The current COVID-19 pandemic presented significant financial risk and operational 

disruption to universities. The response from the HE sector in general and the respondents, in 

particular, was multifaced and included: expenditure cuts, flexible working policies, freezing 

of salary increments, adjustment to the delivery of curriculum and assessments, and improved 

technological infrastructure. A recurring pattern from respondents was a shift in the perception 

to working from home and remote working in general ‘the biggest change has been that people 

can see that you can work effectively from home’ (Director, Pre-1992, Russell Group). The 

sector’s response to flexible working was one of the major changes to their operations 

following the pandemic ‘as an institution, they're open to being quite flexible in terms of how 

people are working’ (Head, Pre-1992, Russell Group). New policies were developed to support 
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flexible working conditions and formalize remote working without the need for HR approval 

‘Going forward, and there is home working policy on development for the university, … that's 

a major change for the university because we've never been open to home working, apart from 

if you had exceptional reasons for not working on campus. So this is a complete shift in 

approach, and all requests for home working will be positively received. That's going to have 

a huge impact on teams within the university and campus and how the campus feels for students 

and staff’ (Director, Pre-1992). Furthermore, one interviewee realized that productivity and 

morale were better when working from home compared to working on-site ‘I don't know why, 

the fact that we're working much better and taking care of each other more’ (Head, Post-1992).  

 

4.2.1.7 Governance  

 

It was clear from the data that there was a trend across the sector that universities have been 

separating Governance functions from Planning functions ‘we had a sort of a larger, more sort 

of Secretariat style unit before called Policy, Planning and Governance. And this was quite a 

large office and did quite a lot of governance and policy, and a little bit of planning. And so in 

2015 it was decided to establish a standalone Planning directorate, and then the old office was 

disbanded’ (Director, Pre-1992). Another participant noted that universities used to join 

Planning and Governance into one unit but recently started separating these into stand-alone 

units recognizing the different nature of their responsibilities ‘before I came in, it was Planning 

and Governance and it's been separated out. And what I've taken off is just the planning unit 

responsible for data analytics and strategy development and monitoring. I think it's worth 

mentioning, because it's not unusual action for Planning and Governance to be paired. I think 

that's been something that's happened across the sector over the last half dozen years’ (Director, 

Pre-1992, Russell Group). As a result, while the data demonstrated that most respondents had 

little or no involvement in Governance, only two respondents confirmed that Governance is 

under their remit and have full responsibilities for all aspects of support to governing body, 

academic board, and their sub-committees ‘we've got the Governance function that I'm 

responsible for, reports into me. So that is, Council or the Board of Governors, depending on 

which institution you work at and all of its subcommittees. We support Senate. I wouldn't say 

all of its sub committees’ (Director, Post-1992). Finally, despite not having any responsibility 

over Governance, four respondents confirmed that they work closely with Governance teams 

‘we work closely with our Governance team, we are co-located with our governance team … 

so we talk a lot’ (Director, Post-1992).  
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4.3 What factors influence their involvement in strategic planning and risk 

management processes? 
 

Planning departments come in a number of shapes and sizes; however, the university’s type 

and maturity are essential factors in predicting the resources available for SPOs. A summary 

of the key findings reflected that SPOs from mature pre-1992 institutions were well resourced 

with staff and advanced technology and thus more engaged in strategic planning and risk 

management processes than SPOs from post-1992 universities. Furthermore, the seniority of 

SPO managers and their proximity to senior management influenced decision-making, 

involvement in strategic planning, and provided better visibility of risks.   

 

Table 6a above depicts the emergent data structure for the second research question. The first 

column to the left shows the first-order categories, which are terms adequate at the level of 

meaning of the respondents; the concepts contained in the second column show the assembly 

of these first-order concepts into second-order analytical themes; the third column summarises 

the overarching themes that emerged from the analysis. Column 4 contains the representative 

informant (first-order) quotes underlying the second-order themes. 

 

4.3.1 Team size, workload, and technology 

 

On the main, respondents from pre-1992 universities that were established several decades ago 

and those focused on research contracts as the main income stream have significantly larger 

SPO teams. Furthermore, these universities are members of prestigious universities, namely 

Russel Group and the 1994 Group, which are mainly campus-based universities focused on 

research and tend to ask for the highest entry requirements and always do well in the national 

global league tables. Most respondents from these universities have indicated that they 

generally have sufficient staffing levels to fulfil the planning office's tasks ‘I think we've got 

adequate resource’ (Director, Pre-1992, Russell Group). However, one respondent from a 

Russel Group university indicated that the team is over-stretched and feel the urgency to hire 

more staff to help ease their workload ‘I could work double the hours I do and I still wouldn't 

get through everything I'm being asked to, well, it's just non-stop… I could easily have at least 

another one or two members in my team, and we would probably feel slightly more comfortable 

with the work that we're doing. And we definitely wouldn't run out, but yeah, there's no way 

we got the resources I would say’ (Head, Pre-1992, Russell Group). One interviewee with a 

decent team size of nine staff highlighted the increased demands for data and analysis by 

internal stakeholders has resulted in an increase in their workload ‘we are, as many planning 

departments, victims or our own success. You know, the more you provide things that people 
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like the more they come back to you and say … just do something on learner analytics for us’ 

(Head, Pre-1992, 1994 Group). This further emphasises the importance of information and 

analysis for academic and strategic decision-making. Table 8 demonstrated the significant 

variations in staffing levels across participating institutions, ranging from some reliant on a 

small team to others with as many as 20 members. 

 

Table 8: SPO Team size by university type. 

 

 

Interviewees from young, teaching-focused, and post-1992 universities have generally 

indicated that their staff resources were insufficient to fulfil the tasks expected from their units 

‘we just hardly have any staff. It is a challenge with the resources that we have… there's only 

so much that we can do. So let's focus on things that we can do and try and get as much as we 

can’ (Director, Post-1992). However, from a senior executive point of view, the issue of 

resources is twofold ‘I think there's capacity and capability. And I think in both areas, it has 

limitations’ (Chief Financial Officer, Post-1992). 

 

For one post-1992 university based in London, the team was consisted of three interims and 

two permanent staff ‘currently, we are relying on two interim analysts and interim planning 

manager, this is not sustainable’ (Head, Post-1992). The large amount of data had made it 

impossible to manage planning teams with insufficient levels of human and technical resources 

‘now we are in a position in the sector where we currently don't have the resources, skills, 

which is available to deal with all those various data’ (Head, Post-1992). A recurring pattern 

reported was the shortage of planners with specific skills and experience within the HE setting. 

This is echoed by a senior respondent emphasising the challenges of attracting skilled planners 

Respondent ID SPO Title University Type Team Size Head Count

A Strategic Planning Russel Group 11

B Planning & Academic Administration Post-1992 7

C Planning and Analytics Post-1992 6

D Strategic Planning Russel Group 20

E Strategic Planning and Projects 1994 Group 13

F Strategic Planning and Performance 1994 Group 20

G Planning and Governance Post-1992 4

H Planning 1994 Group 11

I Academic Planning Post-1992 5

J Planning Division Russell Group 10

K Directorate of Planning Pre-1992 9

L Planning and Performance University Alliance 3
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in the sector ‘I think the knowledge and experience and skills are in short supply in the sector 

anyway. And I think the geographical location of University B and probably the comparable 

salary positions in the southeast, make it very difficult for us to attract the kind of caliber and 

experience that we need. So I think I think it's an ongoing challenge’ (Chief Financial Officer, 

Post-1992)  

 

Adequate resources were reported as essential to enable SPOs to respond to the demands from 

both the internal and external environments. However, clarity about SPO’s remit is key in 

determining the position and including team size ‘I think it starts from a real understanding 

about what we want the planning function to do, and I have yet to see a strong, constructed set 

of arguments about what that should be from SMT down through to a planning function… So, 

we have boxed and Coxed between? Is it student number planning? Is it a planning department? 

What, you know, what is it?’ (Deputy Vice-Chancellor, Post-1992). SPOs’ understanding of 

institutional priorities and aligning their resources to support the achievement of those priorities 

is a key from a senior executive perspective ‘staffing is not aligned to deliver those wider 

expectations. And I think there is not, there isn't the skill set at the moment around the insight 

and institutional research, I think it's student number planning, rather than actually an 

understanding of the data and what that data is actually telling us would be my take (Deputy 

Vice-Chancellor, Post-1992). 

 

The data revealed that well established and highly ranked institutions required less effort to 

maintain the external environment; hence their efforts and resources mainly were focused 

internally ‘the last place where I worked, the Planning division had to focus more on the 

external environment because we had to really fight to get students into the organisation. 

(University anonymous) doesn't have that same fight on its hands, we are oversubscribed every 

year, so there's less of a focus really on the external environment. Where it is more focused on 

the external environment is Research that's kind of where the university sees it needs to kind 

of understand the external driver because that's kind of it's one of its biggest focus, but it is 

quite different to kind of I would say non-Russel group institutions’ (Head, Pre-1992, Russell 

Group). however, a respondent from a pre-1992 research focused university explained how 

well-resourced his unit was to support the needs of internal stakeholders ‘we've got dedicated 

planning partner for each college. And we've got a dedicated planning partner for each head of 

professional service area’ (Director, Pre-1992, 1994 Group).  A recurring theme was that SPOs 

at pre-1992 research-intensive and well-established old institutions such as universities that are 

members of the prestigious groups were more resourced and capable of effectively engaging 
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with both the internal and external environments than SPOs at post-1992 and modern 

universities. 

 

Consequently, planning offices with limited resources found it challenging to maintain the 

support for both environments effectively ‘I think the problem is the lack of resource available, 

frankly speaking. So a lot of the work is very much hands on and needing to do kind of matrix 

management structure for other people to help. But it makes a huge difference when you when 

you have got the teams in place, because you can do like a planning partner model’ (Director, 

Post-1992).  

 

Changes to the HE landscape over the past decade characterised by the shift towards a 

marketized educational model, reduced government funds, and increased scrutiny by 

regulatory bodies have been elevating the importance of information and the reliance on 

Planning Offices to provide timely and accurate information to enable responsive decisions, 

institutional compliance, and improved accountability towards regulatory bodies. Therefore, 

two participants indicated that they started to rethink the staffing levels and resources for their 

planning offices and how they can be aligned to support strategic planning, growth, and 

compliance ‘I just come out of a meeting with our university secretary to actually finalise plans 

for further recruitment to the team, because our workload is immensely high throughout the 

year.  it's partly to do with demands made by the current senior management team, but it's also 

being driven by the sector developments in terms of requirements for data availability and the 

need for data analysis. Yeah, we're not big enough.’ (Director, Pre-1992). Another respondent 

said that a suitable model was under discussion for planners to support the development of 

business intelligence framework ‘the challenge over the years has been, we haven't been 

brilliant at creating Central Business Intelligence we're getting better at that … So, we created 

leads in the faculty so they will produce and create their own dataset, but we are moving away 

from that. We are talking about what those roles would do going forward’ (Director, Post-

1992). 

 

The staffing level was not the only resource issue for most planning teams. Having a well-

structured management information framework, which enables stakeholders to cater to their 

information needs on a self-service basis, was considered a major achievement for planning 

departments. As noted by one respondent, ‘the main thing you can help people with is the 

provision of information. So, if you get that right through the dashboard reporting … you 

should have system setup where people can do that themselves and you don't need people in 

the planning office to do it’ (Director, Pre-1992, Russell Group). 
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Even for those universities with adequate staff, the lack of advanced technology for reporting 

and analysis, including the technical infrastructure such as data warehouse, was a major barrier 

for future aspirations ‘what we've got now isn't what I would aspire to have going forward ... 

but it's not necessarily focused on just the numbers. It's about the activity and the work that the 

team I expect should be doing over the next five or ten years…are we utilising software 

licences, something like Alteryx for example … it really saves a significant chunk of time’ 

(Director, Pre-1992, 1994 Group). Another respondent from a well-established university 

painted a darker picture about the lack of available technology and reporting tool for Planning 

‘from a technology point of view we are completely hamstrung by the fact that we don't have 

Power BI, or something similar… it means that almost nobody at the university is able to self-

serve for anything. So there are lots of places are still very reliant on paper’ (Head, Pre-1992, 

1994 Group). Some planning teams were completely dependant on other functions to generate 

their business intelligence and standard reports as noted by one respondent ‘currently we are 

dependent on our IT colleagues for dashboards development and generating standard reports, 

which is time consuming but also, don't usually give good results as they don't understand the 

data in the same way we do’ (Head, Post-1992).  

 

A recurring theme was that the lack of technology, inadequate human resources, and the high 

workload was perceived as counterproductive as it shifted their focus from strategical planning 

operations to everyday operations. One interviewee considered this a major issue for their team 

‘You have not got time to do the strategy side so I can do like the urgent and important stuff… 

I can't sit here and think about what I would like the work to look like over the next year and 

how I'm going to plan that work. Even if I had that luxury, that plan would go out window in 

two weeks because something else would come in that’s more urgent…I think most planners 

would probably say’ (Head, Pre-1992, Russell Group). Furthermore, the unpredicted nature of 

the planning work was a barrier for proper planning ‘we'll also pick up random strategic 

projects across the institution and you can never plan for the amount of work that they are. So 

there'll be periods where things are quiet and periods where they're very busy’ (Director, Post-

1992). 

 

4.3.2 Professionalisation   

 

The results revealed that training, continuous development, and networking were important 

factors for SPOs to perform their duties ‘training is important as colleagues can see and hear 

how it is done in other institutions and network’ (Director, Post-1992). Respondents confirmed 
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that planners had access to a range of free or at cost training workshops, seminars and 

conferences, which are mostly offered by the Higher Education Strategic Planning Association 

(HESPA), Higher Education Statistic Agency (HESA) and the Office for Students (OfS) ‘I'm 

aware of those kinds of development opportunities, specific to planning or strategic planning 

within the organisation’ (Deputy Director, Post-1992).  On the main, respondents perceived 

HESPA as a good source for information, workshops, and conferences that are specific for 

planners ‘HESPA conference I think this is a useful training opportunity in a sense, and the 

sub-groups at HESPA are good training opportunities for members of my team’ (Head, Pre-

1992, 1994 Group). There was a consensus that HESPA and HESA were the main sources for 

professional training in planning ‘I would state the main training available is through HESPA 

and HESA’ (Director, Post-1992). However, a more planning specific and advanced training 

workshops were offered by private companies as noted by one respondent ‘there have been 

training courses relating to league tables analyses and business intelligence and data which is 

often run by independent companies’ (Director, Pre-1992). One respondent emphasised the 

importance of training on the job and experiencing different areas of planning functions ‘I am 

also a keen supporter of colleagues learning on the job by doing different areas of work with 

appropriate support’ (Director, Pre-1992, 1994 Group). 

 

All respondents confirmed that their teams and universities have institutional membership with 

HESPA, the only representative body for the staff working in strategy and planning in the UK 

HE sector. In addition to providing a forum for members to network, discuss, and improve the 

work for planners, one of HESPA’s objectives was to represent a unified voice for members, 

which is an attempt to present planning as a profession in its own right. Most interviewees 

mentioned that networking and community engagement was the most highly regarded benefits 

from their HESPA membership. 

 

Other training opportunities were also offered by the Higher Education Statistic Agency HESA 

and the HE regulator for England, the Office for Students OfS ‘we send people as well on the 

kind of HESA statutory return training the Heidi plus training’ (Head, Pre-1992, Russell 

Group). A recurring pattern was the lack of planning specific training opportunities and a 

consistent approach of doing things across the sector. One respondent criticized the lack of 

HESA training since the departure of the training manager at HESA, which indicated the 

shortage of skilled planners within regulators and across the sector ‘I think it's diminished 

because HESA don't revise since the departure of Dan Kid, there's much less training coming 

out of HESA. And I considered that to be very high quality, and very useful to me, certainly 

when I started in planning’ (Head, Pre-1992, 1994 group). Some respondents considered that 
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the training opportunities offered by HESPA, HESA and the OfS were not sufficient ‘So far, 

not that many actually, apart from the ones run externally by HESA and OfS, but nothing 

specific about strategy and planning’ (Head, Post-1992) or suitable for senior and experienced 

planners and instead were mainly targeting beginners in planning ‘some of the training that's 

out there tends to be focused on beginners rather than people who have been in the role for a 

while’ (Director, Post-1992). Another respondent echoed the same issue that training 

programmes were not relevant to specific planning function ‘in terms of things like student 

number planning, there is no kind of training that says this is the best thing you could do so ... 

I think there is a real lack of professional skills training that is specific to planning to how you 

run a good planning round, what you might want to look out for, what is the basic information 

you should be providing to people to do that’ (Head, Pre-1992, Russell Group). Despite the 

lack of formal and focused planning training opportunities, one respondent from Wales 

recognised the differences between institutions and considered that the workshops offered by 

HESPA to be of good value for planners, particularly for networking and learning from each 

other’s experiences ‘HESPA is a good source of training … so you will see things on student 

number planning, you will see things on the annual planning round, but every institution is a 

slightly different in a way. It's sharing good practice and ideas and those things are valuable ... 

formal training is quite niche’. However, the dominance of English HE topics was criticised 

during workshops and conferences which were not relevant to their HE system ‘we struggle in 

Wales because conversation in the university Alliance where every institution for us is English 

is all about the English politics and they don't apply to Wales’ (Director, Post-1992). 

 

Respondents found value from workshops and discussions run by their university groups e.g. 

1994 Group and University Alliance ‘we also collaborate with a group of 1994 group of 

institutions. We meet regularly, and they have an activity planning teams to share best practice 

and discuss issues’ (Head, Pre-1992, 1994 Group). The data demonstrated that communication 

between planners was improved dramatically during the pandemic and lockdown offering the 

opportunity for enhanced interactions and collaborations ‘what we've managed to do in 

lockdown in Wales has been something really incredible really … This has brought us closer 

together we meet fortnightly now so actually, there's a lot of informal conversations and a lot 

of interesting work now. So for example, as a sector in Wales, we're looking at data governance 

collectively, we've never done that before’ (Director, Post-1992).  

 

4.3.3 SPO Managers’ seniority, and personality 
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On the main, the SPO managers interviewed were mostly permanent staff working full-time 

with solid experience in planning function and variable experience in risk management and 

governance functions. Except for two respondents, most planning managers had over five years 

of planning experience at the managerial level. ‘I have over three years as Director of Planning 

at (Anonymous university), before that I had one year as Director of Planning and performance 

at the (Anonymous university) and that was a slightly broader role with management accounts 

and governance. Before that, I was director of planning at (Anonymous university) ... pretty 

much a life as a planner’ (Director, Pre-1992, Russell Group). One respondent (interim) had 

fifteen years’ experience working in planning functions ‘I worked for the last fifteen years in 

planning departments and registry’ (Head, Post-1992). The fact that most planning managers 

had significant relevant HE planning experience and sector knowledge, particularly at director 

roles, indicated the professional nature of planning as a niche area in the HE sector, highlighting 

the importance of acquiring specific planning knowledge and skills to be able to do the job. 

 

Seven respondents had the director job title, one had the ‘Deputy Director’ title, and four 

interviewees had the ‘Head’ job title. The word ‘Planning was found in all job titles for all 

respondents, while the word ‘Strategic’ was only found in three job titles and usually came 

before the word ‘Planning.’ All respondents from pre-1992 research institutions i.e., the Russell 

Group Universities and the 1994 group Universities, had the director job title or reported to a 

‘Director of Planning” in their organisations. Two respondents with the title of ‘Head” were 

from post-1992 universities.   

 

The majority of respondents were hired from outside their institutions while only two planning 

managers were hired from within their organisations as a result of organisational restructuring. 

‘when I came into this role, I had been a College Registrar in charge of the administration of 

one of three colleges but at the same time there was restructuring across the university … so 

that's how the Provost decided to go for this new position (Director of Planning) and move into 

central administration and into planning’ (Director, Pre-1992). The low rate of internal hiring 

to lead planning functions from HEIs could indicate the internal shortage of skills and 

knowledge of planning functions to support the internal promotion. One respondent was 

working on an interim basis on a long-term contract, which emphasised the niche nature of 

planning experience and the shortage of specialist planning personnel within the HE sector in 

the UK.  For one respondent, the role was upgraded from Head to Director due to organisational 

restructuring, which evidenced the changing and evolving nature of planning roles within 

universities and their elevating status as a result of changes within the internal and external 

environments. ‘I project managed restructuring the administration of the institution from a 
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devolved to a centralised model ... I was then reporting to the director of strategic planning, 

and as time moved on, two roles evolved, so he's moved into a development role, and I've got 

the Planning and Performance function’ (Director, Post-1992). 

 

All managers interviewed had educational qualifications at varying levels. Seven respondents 

had studied to a master’s degree level, two to a first-degree level, and two directors had studied 

to a PhD level. ‘I've got a doctorate, and masters and undergraduate qualification and I did a 

diploma in governance a few years ago, when I was responsible for governance type activities’ 

(Director, Pre-1992, Russell Group). Another respondent had a first degree in engineering ‘I 

have a degree in engineering and PGCE in early years teaching’ (Head, Pre-1992, 1994 Group). 

When asked about the relevancy of the degree qualifications to the respondents’ current 

planning role, three participants reported that they had a postgraduate qualification in HE 

management, and all agreed that their qualifications were directly relevant to their role as 

planner ‘PhD education is good for this type of role both in terms of …. honed your skills in 

writing and distilling information and making coherent argument’ (Director, Pre-1992). Some 

respondents felt that despite the lack of relevancy of their degrees to the role in planning, 

however, their qualifications provided them with the basis to understand the fundamentals of 

the planning role ‘I've got a first degree in Business Information Systems with professional 

experience. Okay. So, for me, is it relevant? That's a really good point ,.. I think it gave me the 

basis and the foundation of the understanding of project management principles of information 

systems and the interoperability of those systems, how you need them for reporting’ (Director, 

Post-1992). Most managers emphasised the importance of experience over qualifications as the 

basis to do the role of planner in HE context ‘obviously, the experience that I've gained since 

then working basically in planning roles, … do I need that specific degree to do the job I'm 

doing? Probably not’ (Director, Pre-1992, 1994 Group). 

 

4.3.4 Membership in the Executive Group 

 

None of the twelve SPO managers interviewed were formally members of the executive group 

at their institutions; however, a recurring pattern was the majority of SPO directors attended 

the executive group meetings regularly ‘I am technically not a member of the executive board. 

But I attend pretty much every single one of them for the sessions that I need to attend for, 

attend the whole meetings unless it's appropriate’ (Director, Post-1992). Planning managers 

were invited to attend the executive group meetings to talk about items of high importance to 

the executives such as performance, strategy and risks ‘I'm not a member of the executive, but 

as in all of my roles, I'm often in attendance at the executive.... So when they're talking about 
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the strategy, or they're talking about risk, or like next week, we've got to have our KPIs have 

become reportable. So I'm going to go along and present the paper on how it performed and 

what the risks associated with it are and what we're doing in response to it. (Director, Pre-1992, 

Russell Group).  

 

All seven respondents with the Director job title were formally members of the wider senior 

management team (or its equivalent e.g. leadership team) which reported to the executive group 

‘Underneath that, we have a strategic leadership team, of which I am a member of and sit in 

every single one of those meetings, we also have a kind of a professional services executive 

group of which I'm a member of as well’ (Director, Pre-1992, 1994 Group). However, none of 

the respondents with the Head job title were formally member of any university management 

team or senior executive group ‘No, I don't attend any senior management meetings or strategy 

meetings. Occasionally I attend the executive group meetings mainly to talk about student 

numbers or league tables’ (Head, Post-1992). One exception was the respondent at University 

C, who attended senior management meetings chaired by their vice chancellors and the reason 

was that University C was a very small institution and the Planning function covers a range of 

activities and not specific to planning ‘So that is why our role is not really well established. It's 

kind of loosely defined this way, it doesn't belong to anyone. The strategic planning in general, 

even though we are the one providing all the insight to the VC or the executive team, but when 

it comes down to decision making on what they do, it's a more executive level’ (Head, Post-

1992). One respondent indicated that she attended senior management team meetings when 

required to talk about strategic planning topics ‘I would attend senior management team 

meetings as necessary to talk about funding topics and strategic planning topics’ (Deputy 

Director, Post-1992). Another respondent with the Head job title reported that she was a 

member of less senior and more operational groups ‘I am a member of the portfolio approval 

committee … I personally have not ever been involved in strategy away days, but the planning 

director did… I attend our university executive group from time to time if there's a paper on 

something so, any student numbers any forecasting… there are various projects and 

programmes, league table improvement programme…and the integrated planning, budgeting 

process, which I guess is, is less strategic in a sense it's an annual operational process’ (Head, 

Pre-1992, 1994 Group). 

 

4.3.5 Engagement in strategic activities  

 

SPOs’ engagement in strategic conversations and meetings was found to be a prominent 

factor for the involvement in strategic planning functions. Respondents considered that their 
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units played a central role in driving the strategic planning process at their institutions due to 

their engagement in strategic meetings and conversations ‘we are driving, I mean, although I 

am not a member of the senior management team, but I attend senior management team 

meetings, so I think that indicates that how central planning is to the university’ (Director, 

Pre-1992, 1994 Group). The data revealed that the majority of SPO managers with Director 

job titles attended strategy away days and strategic discussions and reviews, but their role 

was largely as facilitators and coordinator of workshops. Another respondent emphasised her 

role as a facilitator in away days such as preparing materials and initiating conversations ‘the 

executive team is about to have an away day in June, and I'm going to be attending to 

facilitate discussion. So it's away and strategy prioritisation so I'm going to be preparing the 

agenda now, will facilitate the discussions between the senior management team members’ 

(Director, Pre-1992) 

 

Few respondents suggested a more active role in strategy away days such as presenting on 

strategic planning related topics ‘when we’re refreshing the strategic framework, I co-presented 

with the marketing lead responsible for horizon scanning and marketing, we co presented a 

session to the senior leadership group to talk about how we bring together the different 

intelligence we have across the organisation to inform decision making about our academic 

portfolio’ (Deputy Director, Post-1992). Another respondent from a research-focused 

institution reported his more involved role in shaping the agenda for the council and executive 

away days ‘where we have executive board away days or, you know, executive board and 

council away days… I shape the agenda for it and therefore, the entirety of the session that we 

try to drive through the conversation, whether it's Council and executive board away days, I'll 

attend for the session that it's appropriate for me to attend’ (Director, Pre-1992, 1994 Group). 

 

A recurring pattern was that SPO managers supported and coordinated strategic events such as 

strategy away days and performance review ‘there is three times a year performance review 

with the faculties, and I coordinate those. they're attended by the Vice-chancellor, the Deputy 

Vice-chancellor, the finance director, meeting with each of the faculties to talk about 

performance’ (Director, Pre-1992, Russell Group).  Finally, one respondent reported that she 

attended the strategy away days with no specific role ‘I was a participant I didn't have a 

particular role at that meeting. I was just another participant’ (Director, Pre-1992, 1994 Group).  

 

4.3.6 Proximity to executive group and the head of institution 
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All participants confirmed that they reported to either a member of the executive group or to 

someone who reported to a member of the executive group at their universities. All of the seven 

respondents with the director job title mostly worked at a pre-1992 research institution reported 

to an executive group member. Six directors reported to their COO or Registrar, and one 

director from a post-1992 university reported to the CFO. One director from a pre-1992 

university reported temporarily to the Vice-chancellor in the absence of her line manager ‘I 

would report to the Vice-chancellor, but that's because the CFO role has been vacant for a year. 

So, when the new CFO starts, and in a few weeks’ time I'm going to be reporting into her’ 

(Director, Pre-1992, Russell Group).  

 

Whereas all respondents with the director job title reported to a member of the executive team, 

the data revealed that respondents with the head job title had varying reporting line. One 

respondent with a head job title reported to the Director of Planning who reports to the Pro-

Vice Chancellor for planning and resources. Another respondent reported to the Director of 

Compliance ‘We sit under the director of compliance and the director of compliance is part of 

the senior management team, or what we call it executive team’ (Head, University C). One 

respondent who was acting on behalf of the Director of Planning, reported to the Chief 

Operating Officer ‘we are recruiting now for a strategic planning director who will report to 

the chief operating Officer’ (Head, Pre-1992, 1994 Group). And finally, one Head of Academic 

Planning reported directly to the CFO ‘I report to the Chief Financial Officer who report to the 

COO’ (Head, Post-1992).  

 

However, one director indicated that when SPO manages reported to someone senior, this 

helped minimize conflicts ‘I've never had an issue with position, because I've reported to 

somebody quite senior’ (Director, Pre-1992, Russell Group). This was also briefly mentioned 

by another respondent with the head job title who underlined the importance for SPO managers 

to have an easy access to the head of the institution without the need for a middleman ‘I always 

have a direct line to the VC because in theory, you are the one who could in one to one tell the 

Head of the Institution, what things are not working without any intermediary. And the Director 

of Planning should be in a position where they have a direct communication in a one to one 

without any middle people in the middle’ (Head, University C). 

 

Participants were asked about their engagement whether formally or informally in 

conversations with the heads of their institutions, namely the Vice-chancellors or equivalent, 

to gauge their involvement in senior discussions. Most participants, particularly those with 

the director job title, had some form of communication, formal or informal, with their heads 
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of institutions. Six respondents with the director job title and one respondent with the head 

job title had frequent and regular meetings with the head of the institution ‘I'm meeting six 

weekly with the Vice Chancellor, we have spoken about the role of planning and how it 

might be developed at (university anonymous). So there's interest in reviewing the role of 

planning’ (Director, University C). In addition to the scheduled formal one-to-one meeting 

with the head of the institutions, one respondent with the director title reported the frequent 

casual communications ‘we have regular one-to-one scheduled. We'll have text message 

conversations. If he says, can you call me? I'll call him. If I go to him or something, he's 

open. I mean, he's Fantastic’ (Director, Pre-1992, 1994 Group). Another respondent reported 

a similar response highlighting the informal nature of the communication and the ease of 

access to the head of the institution when discussing operational topics with strategic impact, 

‘he knows he can come to me, and I'll go to the finance or registry wherever to get the 

information together for him and give it to him. So that's in some ways, it's quite an 

operational role, but it's about giving a really important person some information that they 

need. So yes, it's mostly the conversations are around strategic planning’ (Director, Pre-1992, 

Russell Group) 

 

A recurring theme was that Vice-chancellors viewed planning as an important unit to help them 

in strategic planning and decision making. One respondent with a director job title reported the 

importance of the Vice-chancellors in shaping and utilising SPOs ‘I have one to one meeting 

with the VC, and obviously, people view the planning, …you know, in terms of strategic 

responsibility and to get things done. Different VCs will have different views’ (Director, Post-

1992). Another respondent considered that the degree to which SPO managers can get involved 

in the strategic planning process was dictated by the head of the institution ‘trying to drive 

some of the discussions, but it certainly only when it was appropriate for the VC, when he 

wanted to have just executive board discussion or even his advisory group discussion, he would 

make those decisions’ ( Director, Post-1992).  

 

The physical proximity to the office of the Vice-chancellor was reported as an enabler of better 

communication with SPO ‘I met her (Vice-chancellor) yesterday, so we meet monthly. When 

we were on campus, my office is next door to her office so almost daily’ (Director, Post-1992). 

Another respondent with the director title expressed the importance of ensuring that the Vice-

chancellors are aware of the progress on strategic implementation and the need for them to 

exercise power on other senior members with regards to strategy implementation ‘might be 

checking in with him on a monthly basis to say, you know we've got seven enabling plans that 

we've committed to delivering, four of them are in good shape, two of them don't make sense, 
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and one of them hasn't begun. So, I need you to put a bit of pressure on these three members 

of the executive to find a bit of time to either get their plan into shape or to actually start 

working on it’. Another responded raised a similar point in the importance of making Vice-

chancellors aware of strategic risks and institutional performance ‘we'll talk about the risk to 

the institution … looking at, if we've got a KPI that's come out where we're not performing 

well, we want to be looking at whether we are really confident that the exact person who's 

leading it is doing the right things in order to improve the performance going forward’ 

(Director, Pre-1992, Russell Group). 

On the other hand, two respondents with the director job title, one respondent with the deputy 

director job title, and three respondents with the head job title reported that they didn’t have 

formal or regular meetings with the heads of their institutions. Instead, they had regular 

meetings with other senior staff from the executive group e.g., DPV or PVC or equivalent 

senior manager ‘I'm not aware that the planning director ever did either, but he did meet 

regularly with the Provost, and we meet regularly with the provost. but not the head of the 

institution’ (Head, Pre-1992, 1994 Group). The only time when a respondent with the head job 

title had regular meetings with the Vice-chancellor was when these meetings were usually 

attended by his line manager and the topics discussed were decided by his line manager too ‘I 

would say on a monthly basis, not necessarily as a one to one, it could be, you know, me and 

the director of compliance at the same time …  They would be deciding what we talk about’ 

(Head, University C). 

 

A recurring pattern was that most respondents with the head job title rarely had any meetings 

with their Vice-chancellors ‘I don't meet with him regularly, I don't occasionally meet with 

him, if he has specific things that he wants me to work on, but no, my regular one to one are 

with this senior vice principal who's the next in command’ (Director, Pre-1992). Another 

respondent mentioned that her meetings with the Vice-chancellor were rare and only to report 

or discuss issues ‘infrequently an ad hoc basis usually if there's an issue’ (Deputy Director, 

Post-1992). Examples of common issues that SPOs report to their Vice-chancellors include 

league tables or poor performance ‘only when he (VC) wants to know about a particular 

issue, for example, league tables performance or high-level student numbers and fee income 

forecast’ (Head, Post-1992). 

 

4.3.7 SPO structural location 

 

This section presents participants’ responses to questions related to the organisational 

location of the SPOs and how this influenced their involvement in the strategic planning 
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process. Most respondents (nine out of twelve) indicated that they were fairly satisfied with 

the location of their planning offices within the organisational structure with regards to their 

contribution to the strategic planning process ‘I don't think there's an optimal place to be, I 

think, if you are working, if you will be working close to the senior leadership team, whether 

that's in the organisational hierarchy, or just the culture allows you to do it, then you can be 

you can be effective, it's down to you’ (Director, Pre-1992, Russell Group). Furthermore, the 

majority of respondents did not feel that the organisational location of their units hindered 

their involvement in decision-making or strategic planning processes ‘I think the structure 

doesn't have to matter. I think planning has to be in the academic space, but that you can 

make that work through relationships with those individuals, regardless of who you report, in 

my experience’ (Director, Pre-1992, 1994 Group).  

 

Three SPO directors considered that playing a key role in the strategic planning process was 

not due to their organisational location, but rather due to the trust they built with the senior 

management team and the academics ‘I don't think it matters where you sit, you can report to 

a chief financial officer, you could report to a Deputy Vice-chancellor, you could report to 

registrar and secretary, you could report to the Vice-chancellor directly, you can report to an 

academic registrar, for example, University Secretary you know, as far as I'm concerned, I've 

always been fortunate, I think, in the sense that colleagues have trusted me to get on and do the 

role that I feel is best for the institution’ (Director, Pre-1992, 1994 Group). A recurring pattern 

was that the character of the SPO manager was vital to the engagement with senior stakeholders 

‘I now have a different layer chain of command if you like there's made absolutely no 

difference to the fact that people still want to discuss those issues with me. I think it's much 

more personality-driven. (Head, Pre-1992, 1994 Group). Another respondent related the extent 

of SPOs engagement in the strategic planning process to the personality of the managers 

leading the SPO unit and the rapport they could forge with the senior management team to gain 

their trust ‘I've built the relationships with the senior team in which they build that trust in the 

director. And then once you have that trust, they will allow you to take some accountability or 

delegated authority to certain extent in some decisions.’ Getting to know the people they work 

with and gain their trust was reported as an essential factor for involvement in the decision-

making process ‘I think because I know the people and I'm kind of well trusted, I can make it, 

I could make it work wherever it was now’ (Director, Pre-1992, Russell Group). 

 

Furthermore, working alongside the academics was reported as vital for effective strategic 

planning regardless of where SPOs were positioned in the structure ‘I always had close 

relationships with the academic leadership, whether that's the Vice-chancellor, all the deputies, 
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Vice-chancellor, all the faculty, Deans… I think the structure doesn't have to matter. I think 

planning has to be in the academic space, but that you can make that work through relationships 

with those individuals, regardless of who you report, in my experience’ (Director, Pre-1992, 

1994 Group).  

 

A recurring theme was  the support role that SPOs provided to a number of stakeholders 

regardless of the location of their unit, as noted by one respondent ‘I don't think my location 

at the moment, provides or hinders anything in terms of our contributions. I think we said, 

where we should sit really be able to support both professional services and schools and 

senior management’ (Director, Pre-1992). One head of planning explained that the role of 

planning offices was to support resource allocations and student number planning, and 

therefore, the office was well located to perform such a role ‘because strategic planning is all 

about resource allocations and each department get the number of students they are allowed 

to take, we are positioned correctly to do that work reporting into the pro-director for 

planning resources so we're kind of located I would say, in the best place to do that one. The 

constraint of that is we are one of the only professional service departments that report in 

through that route. Most of the other professions service departments reporting through the 

Chief Operating Officer. So, that means sometimes there's a disconnect between the work 

that we're doing, and the sort of work of other professional service divisions’ (Head, Pre-

1992, Russell Group). Another respondent with the head job title indicated that SPOs 

provided support to senior management and noted that the easy access to executive group 

presented opportunities to contribute to the strategic planning process ‘I think there are 

reasonable opportunities really because certainly planning directors have a reasonable amount 

of access to the executive group. And the executive group rely on us for, some strategic 

thinking and development of ideas, and certainly the provision of data’ (Head, Pre-1992, 

1994 Group). A similar view was expressed by another respondent who emphasized the 

individual leading the planning unit than the location of the planning unit ‘It's all on the 

individuals who are leading those responsible roles and responsibilities. So the VC and the 

DVC view to this role as a critical role to deliver their agendas, then, regardless of where you 

sit in the organisation, you could still get things done’ (Director, Pre-1992, 1994 Group).  

 

It was noted that the role of SPOs in the strategic planning process depended on institutional 

maturity as well as the location of the unit within the organisational structure ‘I think it’s both 

(central and support role) and the extent to which a planning function does that will be 

dependent on maturity of the organization and the structure of the planning function’ (Deputy 

Director, Post-1992). Proximity to the executive group was described as a key factor for 
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SPOs’ involvement in the strategic planning process including strategic conversations with 

senior management, academics and professional service leads ‘the proximate nature of it is 

vital, we are located physically in the Vice Chancellor's Office and structurally in the vice 

chancellor's office. So that proximity is very important. I have one to ones with not only the 

Vice Chancellor with all of the executive team, so I'm able to contribute to assess to advise to 

provide ideas…. I will equally have conversations with Deans, as I will with professional 

service directors in fact, it's common that I talked to both of them equally, so that those 

networks across the institution are quite wide. (Director, Post-1992). Another respondent with 

Head job title emphasised the importance for SPOs to be close to the head of the institution 

and be more involved in strategic conversations in order to support the strategic planning 

process effectively ‘we currently sit within the finance department, and I report to the CFO 

and our role is mainly to support the student number planning and provide data to senior 

management and this is how we contribute to the strategic planning process. but effective 

contribution to the strategic planning process, I think, will require a wider remit for planning. 

Also, I think we need better involvement, you know, in the strategic conversations as well as 

a formal representation in senior management team and committee’ (Head, Post-1992). The 

link between structural positioning of SPOs and their influence to strategic planning was 

further emphasised by a senior respondent ‘In reality, we all know that where Planning is 

located does influence, and I and I do think actually being part of the DVC type office 

environment would give a much greater significance to the strategy, the planning, the ability 

to link with, with finance, to link with the estates, because ultimately… these have got to be 

pulled together as a single piece. And that just doesn't happen at the moment’ (Deputy Vice- 

Chancellor, Post-1992). 

 

Two respondents explained that there were practical constraints other than the organisational 

location of SPOs, that could hinder SPOs’ involvement in strategic planning ‘I'm not wholly 

convinced the constraints exist because of the structure and location of the planning function, 

but more because of the dispersed nature of activities which arguably should sit within a 

planning function that are currently dispersed across the organisation’ (Deputy Director, Post-

1992). This was also expressed by another respondent who emphasised the lack of defined 

responsibilities of the planning function, which weakened the accountability and 

responsibility over planning tasks ‘I think the constraint is, as I said, it's not kind of seen as 

only for the planning function, It's more like, diluted between the planning team, and then 

finance, and then other departments… we do a lot of work whether to do with scenario 

planning, modelling forecasting. But then, that's where our role ends. And then I'm never sure 

what strategic planning we contribute much from that.’ (Head, University C). These quotes 
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from respondents at post-1992 institutions, indicate the disjointed nature of SPOs remit and 

the lack of engagement in the decision-making process or the understanding of their 

contribution in the strategic planning process.   

 

The data revealed that some respondents recommended an optimal location for SPOs within 

the university structure, which could make them more involved in the decision-making and 

strategic planning process ‘I think ideally you would put it in the VCO. So the vice 

chancellor's office, which doesn't necessarily mean reporting to the Vice Chancellor, but it 

might be part of that central office working with the senior leadership of the university’ 

(Director, Pre-1992, Russell Group). Structural proximity to senior management and the head 

of the institution was also reported as a key to minimise barriers ’I think distance from that 

structure, would create barriers’ (Director, Post-1992,). One director suggested that she 

would make a better contribution if she was a member of the executive group ‘I think where 

we could be making more of a contribution is if the director of planning was also on the 

senior management team on the executive team, I think we could make a more direct, and a 

more proactive contribution to strategy development’ (Director, Pre-1992). However, one 

respondent played down the idea for SPO managers to formally sit on the executive group but 

emphasised the importance of being close to the head of the institution and executive group 

‘being a member of the executives. I don't know whether its going to matters, given I have 

the proximity. I think if I didn't have a proximity, it would be vital’ (University M, Director). 

Another respondent further emphasised the importance of easy access to the senior 

management team ‘if you're taking your planning team seriously, you've always got access to 

the senior team’ (Director, Pre-1992, Russell Group). In addition to proximity to the 

executive group and easy access to the head of institution, one director emphasised the 

importance for SPOs to report to the head of professional services to ensure engagement with 

other professional services units e.g. COO or Registrar and Secretary, to ensure the alignment 

of all departments with the strategic plan ‘if I had to pick, I would say, wherever the head of 

the university administration, I think it'd be important for the role to sit within that. So that 

might be a registrar and Chief Operating Officer, simply because it's essential to get the 

academic planning can be conveyed across the professional service units to ensure that 

everyone's in tune’ (Post-1992, Director). This was reiterated by another respondent who 

found some operational challenges for reporting to a senior academic instead of reporting to 

the COO where all other professional services report through ‘the constraint of that is we are 

one of the only professional service departments that report in through that route. Most of the 

other professions service departments reporting through the Chief Operating Officer. So, that 
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means sometimes there's a disconnect between the work that we're doing, and the sort of 

work of other professional service divisions’ (Pre-1992, 1994 Group). 

 

Finally, one respondent warned that SPOs should be separated from the registry function 

despite the operational challenges that this may cause ‘the planning function which did 

undertake the student HESA return was separate from the registry. And whilst that poses 

some challenges in terms of getting things done. Operationally, I think it also provides an 

ability to stand back from operational issues’ (University H, Head). This point was also raised 

by another respondent who also warned from combining the planning function and registry 

function together under the same umbrella ‘it's very normal for planning teams to be in 

conflict with the registry, because the registry of the people who produce your material, and 

often as you're talking about with entry qualifications, they don't really care what the external 

reputation impact is, or the management information implications of not being able to do it. if 

you're doing that, then you're not taking your planning team seriously’ (Director, Pre-1992, 

Russell Group). Contrary to the above arguments, one post-1992 institution decided to bring 

Planning and Registry together to deal with the tension between both units ‘There was 

tension between planning under me and registry when it was under (annonyous) because 

planning was pointing the figure shortcomings in registry. And actually bringing the two 

together was intended to help to build more positive working relationships’ (Chief Financial 

Officer, Post-1992).  

 

4.3.8 Risks and unexpected events 

 

SPOs’ role in response to the COVID-19 pandemic was wide-ranging, and it was noticed that 

this depended on several factors, including whether they were involved in the strategy 

development at their institutions and their proximity to senior management. Most respondents 

with the director job title reported their contribution to their institutions’ response to the 

pandemic as well as being consulted and involved in crisis management groups, senior 

management discussions and the implementation of changes across the university ‘We've got 

a restructure programme that I talked about, central to the team that's driving that forward, 

which is Deputy Vice Chancellor of HR, as well as the vice chancellor and the executive board. 

it's a major change programme of which, we are supporting and driving those conversations 

through … we will be anyway, definitely playing a much more greater Oh, absolutely’ 

(Director, Pre-1992, 1994 Group). On the other hand, respondents with the head job title and 

who were further down the management chain in the hierarchy were less involved in response 

to the pandemic, and their role was limited to providing support to senior management on 
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request ‘the planning function didn't take a leading role in responding to the pandemic. It 

provided data and information when it was requested, but the planning team wasn't responsible 

for horizon scanning, sector comparison, risk management so on and so forth’ (Deputy 

Director, Post-1992). Two respondents reported that their role was also limited to providing 

business intelligence, market analysis and support the student number planning process ‘It's 

mostly around student numbers planning’ (Head, Pre-1992, 1994 Group) as well as supporting 

senior management with management information ‘we supported the senior management team 

with management information particularly around student number planning and the developing 

of different scenarios for student numbers and fee income forecasts. (Head, Post-1992). The 

importance of having reliable management information during uncertainties was also 

highlighted by a senior respondent ‘I think it's (Planning) got a key role in giving us data and 

information, which helps to improve the quality of decision making. So unless we've got 

reliable data’ (Chief Financial Office, Post-1992). In this example, SPO are looked at as the 

main source for data and insight which also explain their increaed engagement in risk planning 

conversations.   

 

All respondents agreed that SPOs will play a greater role in the management of risk in the 

future but also predicted that operations post the pandemic will inevitably be different 

‘planning for the future has never been as important as it is now in particular with regards to 

the pandemic and I see there's a role for these teams to think beyond the short term, should be 

thinking very much short, medium and long and how we support academic colleagues and 

professional service colleagues to weather this storm and still be around for the next 10, 50 or 

100 years’ (Director, Post-1992). One respondent reported that the pandemic shaped how risk 

would be perceived and utilized going forward, including risk management practices ‘risk 

management was primarily quite reactive in that it was the whole process was being used to 

report on what was being done rather than driving activities … And then when the pandemic, 

we decided to completely revamp our risk register … so the risk register became much more 

detailed and it was being updated all the time in liaison with all the different risk owners and 

the risk managers across the university and … in a normal year we will report on risk twice a 

year, and I think I probably have six or seven risk reports during the pandemic. And so I think 

that's really transformed the engagement with risk management within the university and 

people are coming to the realization that you can actually use our risk register to proactively 

manage the current environment and also use it to identify opportunities and support new 

opportunities. (Director, Pre-1992). Another respondent predicted that planning was on the 

path of becoming a profession due to the changes forced by the pandemic. Furthermore, the 

pandemic emphasized the importance of technical skills and BI to identify the sources of risks 
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and that planning was bound to become a technical profession in the future ‘I would say a 

greater role, particularly in trying to identify sources of data that would identify risk earlier… 

I think it will become a more technical professional group of people’ (Head, Pre-1992, Russell 

Group). 

 

Finally, a recurring theme was the difficulty faced by universities to plan strategically during 

the pandemic, emphasizing the key role SPOs can play to enable strategic planning ‘it's been 

very difficult to do strategic planning, because actually, you actually didn't know what was 

going to be happening one week to the next … and so it was operational crisis management, 

and it still is to a large extent. And I think it's very difficult to know quite what role strategic 

planning can play when you're just firefighting day in day out. I think it's our role to try and 

get people to keep some headspace for the strategic planning, and to try and think a bit long 

term’ (Director, Pre-1992, Russell Group). A similar idea was voiced by another respondent 

emphasising the difficulty to plan due to the uncertainty in the HE market created by the 

pandemic ‘the real uncertainty around what's the student market going to be going forward… 

so we've just done a five-year student number projection, we really, really don't know’ 

(Director, Post-1992). For one institution, the pandemic significantly impacted the strategic 

plan, which made it difficult to cope with the amount of disruption associated with the change 

to strategy ‘we're looking at changes in technical qualifications, degree apprenticeships, 

flexible learning, blended learning more online. So our product conversations are accelerated 

considerably because we always said we were going to with 2030 strategy, but we find 

ourselves there now… we can't do everything at once, and we're living in a challenging 

financial situation where we've been for the last 15 months’ (Director, Post-1992). On a 

practical level, the introduction of flexible working policies created a real challenge for 

universities as to how they would be able to manage their operations when staff have this much 

flexibility to work from home and on campus ‘I think it will be another huge period of change 

because in some ways, it's easy if we're all in the office, or all at home, that's much easier to 

figure out, than if we're half in the office, half at home …what tools we'll need to do 

collaborative working’ (Head, Pre-1992, Russell Group).    

 

The senior executive's perspectives regarding the pandemic were different from those from 

SPOs, which also highlighted the importance of engaging SPOs in strategic planning and risk 

management. The challenges presented by Covid, were seen as an opportunity to implement 

the digital transformation ‘the big thing for me actually is not about risk, it's about opportunities 

and actually there is a massive opportunity for us around digitalization of the university. So, 

yeah that whole digitalization of the university, business processes, operational management, 
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KPI, performance delivery, service delivery, all those things that the university really was not 

on top of at all, actually made a massive improvement in a very short space of time’ (Deputy 

Vice-Chancellor, Post-1992). Another senior respondant demonstrated a similar vision towards 

the future but from a budgeting perspective ‘I think it's a game changer. I think the university 

will need to reimagine and revision what it will look like and how it will offer services … from 

a finance point of view, I think I'll give an example. I think that means budgets will need to be 

allocated very differently, maybe resources that would have gone into buildings should more 

should be more addressed now into technology’ (Chief Financial Officer, Post-1992). 

 

In conclusion, the pattern suggested is the SPOs are a critical component in strategic planning 

and risk management practices. Through the provision of data and insight, they support 

executive groups in strategy development, facilitate strategic thinking, and coordinate 

university-wide reviews. Furthermore, they oversee regulatory compliance and risk 

management practices ensuring alignment between mitigating strategies and enabling plans. 

One of the primary findings is that SPOs involvement or lack of involvement in strategic 

planning and risk management is dependent on dominating factors, including the resources 

available for SPOs and their proximity to the executive group and the head of the institution. 

These propositions and their implications will be discussed further in the next chapter.  
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Chapter 5:  Discussion  
 

5.1 Introduction  
 

This chapter provides a critical discussion of the results of this exploratory investigation into 

the role of SPOs in the UK HE sector and the factors that influenced their involvement in 

strategic planning and risk management processes. This chapter will explain and evaluate the 

findings and show how they relate to the literature review and research questions. I will 

discuss the investigation findings and the emerging themes in the context of theories and 

concepts discussed in the literature. I will also make the argument in support of the overall 

conclusion. The first part is dedicated to understanding SPO’s involvement in strategic 

planning and risk management processes, whether they perceive themselves as leaders or co-

ordinators of planning functions. The chapter then goes on to explore the factors that affect 

the level of involvement in planning processes and functions, such as resources and structure. 

The final part of the chapter will explore how SPOs roles are evolving and changing in light 

of both internal and external pressures and changes within the UK HE system and the role the 

pandemic has played in reinforcing change to ensure better adaptability and management of 

risks.  

5.2 Strategy and Planning Offices as Leaders in reporting and compliance  
 

‘The biggest thing that we have across University responsibility for, is business 

intelligence and information provision’ (Director)  

 

This principle underpinned the view of all respondents from both pre-1992 and post-1992 

institutions. The lack of specificity regarding the exact roles and responsibilities assigned to 

SPOs, respondents felt that they are exposed to constant change and varying viewpoints 

within their remits ‘I can't sit here and think about what I would like the work to look like 

over the next year and how I'm going to plan that work. Even if I had that luxury, that plan 

would go out of the window in two weeks because something else would come in that's more 

urgent.  So, yeah, and I think most planners would probably say’ (Head, Pre-1992, Russell 

Group). These developments and changes are based on the increasingly complex external 

environment, with rising pressures from regulatory bodies on institutions to become more 

accountable, combined with the need to organise the vast amount of institutional data for 

timely decision making, risk mitigation and compliance. Universities’ leaders across the 

sector recognised that specialist professionals supported with advanced business intelligence 

tools are essential ingredients to support and influence decision making and strategic 
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planning. However, there is a consensus among respondents that business intelligence and 

management information is a core responsibility that is continuously developing and thus 

elevating SPOs role within universities. The findings demonstrated that SPOs’ prime 

responsibilities were mainly focused on reporting tasks, namely Business Intelligence, 

Ranking, and Key Performance Indicators (KPIs), although nine functions were identified 

under SPOs’ remit. 

 

SPOs maintained an important role to oversee statutory reporting to ensure institutional 

compliance, although Statutory and External Reporting was said to be the responsibility of 

other units such as Student Records and Registry functions. These findings are broadly 

consistent with the responsibilities presented by Kaplan and Norton (2005) and Williams 

(2010), and most recently, Strike and Swinns (2018). There is a close link between statutory 

returns on the one hand and league tables and KPIs on the other. SPOs involvement in the 

analysis of institutional ranking and league table modelling varied depending on institutional 

priorities. However, the majority of SPOs maintained a solid role in leading and overseeing 

the internal scrutiny and modelling of data before being returned to statutory agencies, 

regulatory bodies, and external league tables agencies. This allows a preview of any 

performance indicators, compliance measures and competitors performance, which external 

agencies and regulatory bodies usually generate. Therefore, SPOs’ role is to support teams 

and individuals within the governing structure, reflecting on the overall institutional goals, 

and assessing institutional performance (Strike and Swinn, 2018):  

 

‘Oversight of the returns is something that I specifically have responsibility for, 

just to ensure that we are delivering a robust, accurate return that that maximizes 

the position of the university in external performance’ (Director, Post-1992). 

 

The findings broadly associate with the main concepts in the literature about planners’ role in 

organisations and strategic planning. SPOs can play a leading central role in agreeing upon 

targets and strategic initiatives, creating focus and consistency across the organisation, and 

coaching and supporting the executive team in shaping the strategic agenda and ensuring that 

action plans are carried out (Kaplan and Norton, 2005, Williams, 2010). A specific emerging 

theme is SPOs’ leading responsibility over business intelligence, emphasizing BI systems to 

effectively oversee the data and intelligence aligned to institutional KPIs and success factors. 

Although the findings did not indicate that SPOs manage any scorecard systems, the prime 

use of BI and KPIs and the implementation of dashboards allows all stakeholders, e.g., 

executives, academics, and professional services, to consume management information from 
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the same application. Therefore, SPOs play a key role in aligning the strategic objectives of 

central management with the objectives of the sub-units and  help build internal consensus 

and mutual expectations (Zechlin, 2014):  

 

‘As the Director of Planning, what I should be responsible for, is making sure that 

we have a really clear strategy with some really clear objectives that can be 

translated into quantifiable KPIs.’ (Director, Pre-1992, Russell Group) 

 

As SPOs lead the development of BI systems and the generation of management information, 

they act as enablers of strategic thinking, which should be embedded in the process of 

strategic planning (Crosby and Bryson, 2009). Similarly, Heracleous (1998) holds that 

analytical techniques that planners utilise act as an enabler of strategic thinking and 

positioning. Therefore, SPO's role has transformed to become more influential in strategic 

planning as they ensure that all stakeholders are aligned with institutional priorities. 

Pertaining Mintzberg’s (1981) concept concerning the role of planners in strategic planning, 

at the forefront, SPOs utilise BI tools to feed in and communicate programmed analysis in the 

form of dashboards to the strategic apex and operating core. They programme and link 

institutional outputs to KPIs and ranking to ensure stakeholders’ alignment with the overall 

strategy and strategic objectives at the back end. Although these actions help senior 

university executives think more strategically, they are not considered elements of strategic 

planning by Mintzberg (1994). A counter-argument is that the actions and communication of 

the SPOs are recognised as managerial acts inseparable from strategic planning (Snyder and 

Glueck,1980). 

 

5.3 Strategy and Planning Offices as Coordinators of strategic planning 

activities   
 

The fact that fewer SPOs assume a prime responsibility over functions related to the strategic 

planning process namely: (a) Student Number Planning, (b) Annual Planning Cycle, (c) 

Strategy Development and (d) Risk Management, may be an indication of SPOs’ lack of 

involvement in strategic planning and thinking. SPOs are heavily involved in the Student 

Number Planning process, and the majority share the responsibility with another unit, mainly 

Finance. However, as key stakeholders, finance departments, particularly as CFOs are usually 

members of the executive board, have a dominating role in the process, which feeds into 

income forecasting and overall institutional budget. This may imply that HEIs’ approach to 

strategic planning focuses on the strategy's financial elements, such as budget planning and 
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the allocation of resources (Lujan and Dolence, 1997). Therefore, SPOs’ role is found to be 

more towards providing analytical and reporting services to coordinate the Student Number 

Planning process:  

 

‘Because strategic planning is all about resource allocations and each department 

get the number of students they are allowed to take, we are positioned correctly to do 

that work’ (Head, Pre-1992, Russell Group). 

 

Planning Cycle or Planning Round is a major function contributing to strategic planning and 

risk management, which usually embeds several processes such as financial planning, 

academic planning, space planning, and student number planning processes. Whereas all 

SPOs have a leading or shared responsibility for the student number planning process, the 

findings reveal that only 50% of SPOs have a prime responsibility over the annual Planning 

Cycle. The fact that 50% did not mention the Planning Cycle as one of their tasks suggests 

that this function does not exist at some universities, as confirmed by one respondent. The 

main goal of the Planning Cycle is to conduct a university-wide review of the operating core 

(academic departments) as well as key support staff and technostructure (professional 

services). The planning cycle, in this sense, is a form of engaging academics and professional 

services in the planning process to help align the strategic objectives of central management 

with the objectives of the sub-units, which is essential to ensure internal consensus (Zechlin, 

2014). This process is usually led by a senior executive team member, mostly the Deputy 

Vice-chancellors. Therefore, even when SPOs claimed to have a prime responsibility over the 

Planning Cycle, a closer look at the analysis suggests that most SPO managers play a leading 

coordinating and supporting role in the process under a member from the strategic apex. 

Again, the possible rationale for SPOs’ involvement in Planning Cycle is their analytical and 

reporting recourses and skills, enabling them to overview the institutional performance across 

all functions to ensure that all units are aligned with strategic priorities. These findings are 

consistent with Kaplan and Norton (2005) about the Office Strategy Management’s prime 

role in ensuring organisational alignment of all units with the strategy.  

 

Having established that SPOs have a leading role in BI, reporting, and compliance, SPOs 

also feed analysis and BI to support the strategy formulation process. Therefore, through BI, 

SPOs contribute directly or indirectly to strategy formulation, strategic thinking, and strategic 

planning. However, the majority of SPOs play a supporting role in strategy development, 

mostly limited to providing administrative support and management information to the 

executive group and senior managers who drive strategic planning and strategy development 
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at their institutions. Fewer SPO managers claimed a visible leading or shared responsibility 

for strategy development:  

 

‘I will regularly take conversation from executive and turn that into paperwork or 

papers for institutional discussion and consultation, so I think we are at the heart 

of those conversations’ (Director, Post-1992). 

 

However, whether the above quote indicates a leading role in strategic thinking or a 

coordinating role in strategic thinking is debatable. Taking Snyder and Glueck (1980) views 

which emphasise that every managerial act, function, and communication is part of strategic 

planning and as such, SPOs role can be considered part of the strategic thinking process. In 

contrast, Mintzberg (1994) considers that even when planners sit at the heart of the strategy 

development process, they are not the originators of the initial strategic thinking. In other 

words, SPOs are not responsible for developing strategic initiatives. The overarching strategy 

formulation remains the responsibility of the Vice-chancellor and the small Executive Board, 

whereas SPOs helped coordinate their thinking through BI and data as planning and control 

systems: 

 

‘I don't think we can claim that the planning (SPO), makes strategy. The strategy 

is developed by the senior management team. I would probably say that we 

support that implementation but I I'm struggling to think of an initiative where we 

thought or said to senior management, this is the strategy that you should be 

embracing or implementing the other way around’ (Director, Pre-1992). 

 

In the above quote, the respondent gives strategic thinking and processes greater weight than 

strategic planning tools (Mintzberg, 1994). However, the prevailing theme is that in most 

cases, SPOs have a leading role in coordinating the strategy formulation process, including 

support to senior management, feeding of management information, and documentation of 

actions: 

 

 ‘I led an exercise with the senior management team to refresh the strategic 

framework, that involved, collaborative sort of working facilitated discussions 

with SMT and then the redevelopment of that framework and associated 

documentation, so risk documentation KPI documentation that sort of thing’ 

(Deputy Director, Post-1992). 
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Overall, where SPOs are involved in the strategic planning activities, their role is mainly to 

facilitate and coach the executive team through the process of translating the strategy into 

measurable KPIs and central coordination role to mitigate poor strategy implementation 

(Kaplan and Norton, 2005).  

 

‘We must do strategy, otherwise, we wouldn't have moved into engineering, we 

wouldn't have moved into Creative Industries, we wouldn't have developed a 

medical school…what I would say all that has been done without any engagement 

from planning other than, the student numbers that go into the business plan in the 

first place. But that's being done from the academic or myself that's been driving 

those … that hasn't come from the planning team. So I think I think probably the 

answer is actually is much more support support function that essentially mops up 

things, rather than necessarily an intellectual input or strategy and thinking about 

planning’ (Deputy Vice-Chancellor, Post-1992) 

 

The above quote further emphasises the importance of strategic thinking and processes over 

strategic planning tools. Furthermore, when SPOs are distant from both structurally and 

hierarchical strategic thinking, their role becomes limited to providing administrative support 

to senior management.     

 

5.4 Strategy and Planning Offices as Coordinator of risk management 
 

The findings reveal that SPOs had a varying level of involvement in the management of risk. 

While only 33% of SPOs (n = 4) claimed to have a prime role in the management of risk at 

their institutions, the majority of SPOs appeared to have either a contributory or no role in the 

risk function. This disparity may indicate a lack of consensus across institutions and senior 

executives of where risk management should be placed. SPO managers with Prime 

responsibility over risk management are all directors who have full operational responsibility 

of managing the risk register and coordinating the risk management activities, including 

working with risk owners across their institutions. Where SPOs assumed a contributory role 

in risk management, there are two tasks considered: (a) managing departments’ risk register 

as risk owners and (b) producing intelligence to inform decision making to other individuals 

within the organisations to help them manage risk. The examples gleaned from the 

respondents relating SPOs contribution to the management of risk further emphasise the role 

of BI in providing vital information to visualise potential risks and opportunities. When SPOs 

have a contributory or remote role in managing risk, the risk management function sits 
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somewhere else, e.g., Governance, which means SPOs are not responsible for developing and 

coordinating risk management practices across the organisation. However, Governance 

departments may not have the necessary analytical skills, BI tools, and knowledge of the 

regulatory environment to manage and monitor risk management practices, such as heatmap, 

scoring mechanisms, risk appetite, and risk register, in addition to a heap of management 

information such as ad hoc analysis, KPIs, horizon scanning and scenario planning to support 

these practices. Consequently, the link between risk management processes, institutional 

strategy, and associated decision-making processes may be broken, and thus, the risk 

management process becomes a box-ticking exercise as stated by many participants: 

 

‘Strategic Planning and risk management should be closely aligned; I think you 

have to plan to manage the risks. So you can't be doing them separately, and 

whenever I stopped to think about it, it is weird that planning (SPO) and risk 

management are two separate things’ (Director, Pre-1992, Russell Group). 

 

On the other hand, the findings demonstrate that the few SPO directors with prime 

responsibility over risk management have established a link between strategic planning and 

risk management. These SPOs show a clear understanding of the importance of aligning the 

enabling plans of the strategy and the mitigations recorded in the risk register, which 

essentially acts as a tool to assist the executive group and governing bodies in monitoring the 

delivery of the strategy. Furthermore, they assume the responsibility of coordinating the risk 

management activities and reporting on risks and controls to relevant groups and committees 

such as executives and the audit committee. Structurally, their institutions have embedded 

risk management as an essential part of strategic planning and strategic thinking processes in 

order to be responsive to a range of strategic risk factors, including financial, competition, 

technology, and legal and regulatory risks (Andersen et al, 2014, Birch eta al, 2018). When 

SPOs are responsible for developing and coordinating risk management practices, they will 

draw connections between management processes and the institutional strategy, including the 

associated decision-making processes, scoring mechanisms, and designing of the risk register 

Birch et al, (2018). Therefore, regardless of where risk management function sits, SPOs need 

to maintain a close link with risk management to ensure alignment between risks and 

enabling plans:  

 

“When we construct our enabling plans, and when we construct our risk register, 

there's really close alignment between what we say we're going to do in the 

enabling plans and the mitigations that we have in the risk register. So, the risk 
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(register) becomes a tool for the executive and for the governing body to monitor 

the delivery of the strategy, and so that's what my role should be’ (Director, Pre-

1992, Russell Group). 

 

The above quote describes a holistic and methodical management of risk, involving the 

identification and implementation of the appropriate mitigating strategies as well as 

constantly reviewing and recommending improvements to the risk management program 

(Trieschmann and Gustavson 1998). 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic presented significant financial risk and operational disruption to 

universities. Institutional responses to the pandemic were multifaced as gathered from 

respondents: (a) expenditure cuts, (b) flexible working policies, (c) freezing of salary 

increments, (d) adjustment to the delivery of curriculum and assessments, and (e) improved 

technological infrastructure. The findings show that some universities found it difficult to 

plan strategically and deal with the impact of the pandemic simultaneously, while other 

universities were more prepared, indicating that organisations differ in how they deal and 

cope with uncertainties (Anderson et al, 2014).  Up until the pandemic, SPOs and 

institutions’ risk management practices were more focused on managing crisis and regulatory 

compliance than managing opportunities and minimising uncertainties (Cassidy et al. 2001).  

Diverse responses were reported on how institutions handled the ‘uncertainty’ of the Covid-

19 pandemic, which proved to be a higher risk factor for operational and strategic risks than 

hazard and financial risks and requiring different approaches to mitigate (Anderson et al, 

2014). Institutions applied specific measures such as remote working for staff and online and 

blended learning for students. However, most of these measures were mainly driven by the 

UK government’s decisions regarding lockdown and its associated terms. A recurring theme 

is a shift in the perception towards remote working within universities:  

 

‘This is a complete shift in approach and all requests for home working will be 

positively received. That's going to have a huge impact on teams within the 

university and campus and how the campus feels for students and staff’ (Director, 

Pre-1992). 

 

There is a consensus that the recent pandemic has highlighted the increasing importance of 

risk management and how risk should be perceived and managed in the future. One SPO 

director who leads the risk management function at her institution, emphasised the difference 

in utilising risk management practices before and after the pandemic. Before the pandemic, 



 

 128 

the role of SPO was mainly to maintain the risk register, while after the pandemic they 

actively started to utilise risk appetite to manage risks. SPOs’ role in their institutional 

responses to the pandemic also varied from mostly providing ad hoc analysis and BI to senior 

management to being actively involved in the discussions with senior management and 

decision-making process. Furthermore, an emerging pattern is that SPOs role in managing 

strategic risk will be more significant in the future, accentuating the importance of BI and 

technology and the niche skill sets of SPO professionals in connecting strategic risks to 

strategy enablers:  

 

‘I would say a greater role, particularly in trying to identify sources of data that 

would identify risk earlier… I think it will become a more technical professional 

group of people’ (Head, Pre-1992, Russell Group) 

 

SPOs utilising BI tools, can enhance universities’ ability to manage an unexpected event such 

as a pandemic. On the one hand, advanced BI tools will guarantee that knowledge is well-

maintained in a format that ensures a shared understanding across the institution. On the other 

hand, SPOs, with their overview of the organisational performance and strategic plans, can 

express that knowledge to all stakeholders on behalf of the institution (Weik, 2015). 

 

Having discussed the SPOs’ roles and responsibilities with a specific focus on their 

engagement in strategic planning and risk management processes, I am now going to discuss 

the factors that influence SPOs’ involvement in those processes.  

 

5.5 Factors that influence SPOs’ involvement in strategic planning and risk 

management processes 
 

The findings reveal that the key factors to SPOs’ involvement in strategic planning and risk 

management can be grouped under two overarching themes: (a) resources and (b) structure. I 

will now discuss these factors in more detail. 

 

5.5.1 Resources  

 

The findings demonstrate that a university’s age and maturity are essential factors in 

predicting the size and remit of SPOs. An emerging pattern is that per-1992 mature and 

established universities, which focus on research contracts as their main income stream, tend 

to have a significantly larger SPO team size than modern universities where tuition fees are 
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their main source of resources. Furthermore, these universities are mainly campus-based, 

focused on research, requiring the highest entry requirements, and always doing well in the 

national and global league tables. The introduction of league tables has led to augmented 

competition, making league tables an essential strategic component of HEIs (Haselkorn, 

2011). As a result, certain universities tend to cluster into groups with a common focus, such 

as the Russel Group and universities that belong to the 1994 Group. Table 8 below 

demonstrates the team size by institution type, confirming that pre-1992 and prestigious 

universities tend to have mature SPOs with sufficient resources capable of fulfilling their 

planning responsibilities.  

 

Table 9: SPO team size by university type and team focus. 

 

 

SPOs at post-1992 and teaching-focused universities generally have insufficient staffing levels. 

This resource shortage may explain the absence of institution-wide functions that support 

strategic planning and risk management from their remits, e.g., planning cycle and strategy 

formulation. As a result, they tend to lack the understanding of the internal environment and 

are unable to engage or initiate new processes with internal stakeholders or internal processes 

such as the annual planning cycle. Instead, the SPOs’ remit in these institutions is mainly 

focused on responding to the demands from the external environment, namely: regulatory 

bodies, funding councils, and ranking at league tables. SPOs at post-1992 universities may 

provide analysis and intelligence to support decision-makers, but they are hardly involved in 

strategic discussions or decision-making. On the contrary, SPOs at pre-1992 research-focused 

institutions are well-structured with adequate staffing levels and capable of supporting 

stakeholders in both internal and external environments. They enjoy adequate resources and 

Respondent ID University Type Research focused? Team Size SPO’s Focus

A Russel Group Yes 11 Internal & External Environments

B Post-1992 No 7 Neither

C Post-1992 No 6 External Environment

D Russel Group Yes 20 Internal & External Environments

E 1994 Group Yes 13 Internal & External Environments

F 1994 Group Yes 20 Internal & External Environments

G Post-1992 No 4 External Environment

H 1994 Group Yes 11 Internal & External Environments

I Post-1992 No 5 External Environment

J Russell Group Yes 10 Internal & External Environments

K Pre-1992 Yes 9 Internal & External Environments

L University Alliance No 3 Internal & External Environments
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the optimal team structure that enable them to stay close with the academic leadership and 

senior management:  

 

‘we've got dedicated planning partner for each college, and we've got a dedicated 

planning partner for each head of professional service area’ (Director, Pre-1992, 

1994 Group). 

 

SPOs at these institutions play a crucial role in interpreting external environment changes and 

their impact on internal stakeholders by applying sector intelligence on internal performance 

to measure institutional performance in a particular area. Members of the strategic apex can 

use analysis and information obtained by environmental scanning to inform strategic planning 

and policies.  

 

An SPO from a research-intensive and prestigious university can focus more on the internal 

environment than the external. However, the findings reveal that this was mainly due to the 

institution's high reputation externally, resulting in less effort needed to maintain the 

institutional status externally. Subsequently, mature research-intensive and well-established 

institutions such as universities that are members of the prestigious Russell group do not require 

high SPO resources to maintain their external image and ranking. On the other hand, post-1992 

and modern universities will need to bring in more staff to deal with internal and external 

environments and keep up with the competition. Consequently, SPOs with limited resources 

will find it challenging to effectively maintain support for both environments. 

 

 

There have been significant changes to the UK HE sector in the last decade, as observed by 

most respondents. These changes are characterised by a shift towards a marketized 

educational model, reduced government funds, and increased intervention by regulatory 

bodies over universities' performance, in addition to the government intervention in the last 

decade to align HEIs’ missions and strategies with the wider industrial and regional policy 

(Strike and Swinn, 2018). These changes to regulations and legislations, mainly associated 

with funding and quality, have amplified the demand for more accountability and openness. 

Most recently, the changes forced by the pandemic resulted in SPOs’ work to be ad hoc and 

unpredictable, which is an issue for effective planning. As a result, HE witnessed a growth in 

the formalisation and codification of processes, which elevated the importance of information 

and the reliance on specialist teams such as SPOs to provide timely and accurate information 
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to enable responsive decisions, institutional compliance, and improved accountability towards 

regulatory bodies and agencies.  

 

The vast amount of data made available from internal and external sources has made SPOs 

work more complex, particularly when combined with insufficient resources. For most 

respondents, including those with adequate staffing levels, the SPO team size was not the only 

issue with resources. The lack of advanced technology for reporting and analysis, including 

inadequate technical infrastructure such as data warehouses, could be significant barriers for 

future aspirations. Even for research-intensive institutions, the lack of advanced technology, 

data models, and reporting tools constrained SPOs’ ability to support strategic planning and 

identify potential risks:  

 

‘From a technology point of view, we are completely hamstrung by the fact that we 

don't have Power BI, or something similar … it means that almost nobody at the 

university is able to self-serve for anything. So, there are lots of places are still very 

reliant on paper’ (Head, Pre-1992, 1994 Group).  

 

The proliferation of data and the increased awareness of its importance, particularly by senior 

management and regulatory bodies have pushed many institutions to develop and install tools 

and technologies to help manage it. The results evidence that some SPOs, particularly those 

led by directors and from pre-1992 universities, were reviewing their staffing levels and 

resources to align capacity with the increased demand so that they can support strategic 

planning, growth, and compliance. In these examples, SPOs lead and drive initiatives to 

develop management information frameworks at their institutions, including implementing 

appropriate BI tools. Therefore, well-structured management information framework and BI 

tools, including dashboards, are critical factors to ensure strategic alignment across the 

institution, as they enable a consistent view of information by various stakeholders from the 

same application. Furthermore, SPOs can play a crucial role in developing and producing 

management information to support strategic thinking, strategy implementation, and risk 

mitigation.  

 

The findings revealed that all SPOs are members of the HESPA, the only unified voice and 

representative body for the staff working in strategy and planning in the UK HE sector. HESPA 

provides a forum for SPOs to network, discuss, and improve their approach to work, but most 

importantly, HESPA aims to present planning as a profession in its own right. Respondents 

recognised the opportunities for training, continuous development, and networking, offered by 
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HESPA as valuable and essential to help them fulfil their tasks. However, several voices 

criticised the lack of specialist planning training programmes or a standardised approach for 

performing key planning tasks across the sector. Standardisation of practice, professional 

development, and training are important aspects of any profession.  

 

‘So far, not that many actually, apart from the ones run externally by HESA and 

OfS, but nothing specific about strategy and planning’ (Head, Post-1992). 

 

‘Some of the training that's out there tends to be focused on beginners rather than 

people who have been in the role for a while’ (Director, Post-1992).  

 

‘In terms of things like student number planning, there is no kind of training that 

says this is the best thing you could do so ... I think there is a real lack of professional 

skills training that is specific to planning to how you run a good planning round, 

what you might want to look out for, what is the basic information you should be 

providing to people to do that’ (Head, Pre-1992, Russell Group).  

 

The above quotations clearly indicate the lack of specialist training and professional 

developments for SPOs on how to perform specific tasks, which indicate the lack of uniformity 

of how tasks are done across the sector, undermining the likelihood of Planning being 

recognised as a profession in its own right. Professional training equips SPOs with the 

necessary knowledge and resources that increase their capacity and expertise in dealing with a 

range of issues or surprises, which subsequently improves the overall organisational resilience 

(Weik, 2015). The findings show that SPOs valued the training and networking opportunities 

offered by HESPA, HESA and OfS. However, a recurring pattern is that SPOs require more 

standardised training opportunities to enhance their knowledge base and build uniformity 

across the sector, which require investment and cooperative efforts between SPOs, HESPA and 

HEIs.   

 

5.5.2 Structure  

 

It has already been established above that SPOs at a pre-1992 research institution, and those 

led by SPO managers with the director job titles are more engaged in strategic planning and 

risk management practices than SPOs at post-1992 institutions by SPO managers with the 

‘head’ job title respectively. This section will present the relationship between SPO 
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managers’ seniority and their proximity to senior management and involvement in strategic 

planning and risk management processes. 

 

5.5.2.1 SPO Managers’ seniority  

 

As revealed by the findings, SPO managers’ experience, seniority, and personality can 

influence their involvement in strategic planning and risk management processes. The majority 

of the SPO managers (n = 10 respondents) are permanent staff working full-time, whereas two 

managers work on long-term contracts. All SPO managers have relevant HE experience in 

planning functions, and the majority (n = 10 respondents) have a minimum of five years of 

planning experience at the managerial level, particularly for respondents with the director job 

title. All SPO managers were hired from outside their universities, including two interims hired 

on long-term contracts, further supporting the notion that SPO as a function is a complex and 

niche area in the UK HE sector. Therefore, professionals like SPO managers gain more power 

as the HE environment becomes increasingly complex, which has resulted in HEIs hiring 

autonomous specialists to support their operations (Dobson, 2000).  

 

A recurring pattern is that SPOs led by directors are more engaged in planning activities, which 

support strategic planning and risk management processes than those led by heads. SPOs with 

prime responsibility for strategy formulation, planning cycle, and risk management are led by 

directors, whereas none of the SPOs led by heads are responsible for these functions. 

Furthermore, the fact that one respondent’s job title was more recently upgraded from Head to 

Director and another respondent confirmed that the institution was in the process of upgrading 

the job title to Director is evidence of the changing role of SPOs’ remit within universities and 

the elevating status influenced by the changes in both the internal and external environments. 

Interestingly, all respondents from pre-1992 research and prestigious institutions, e.g., the 

Russell Group Universities and the 1994 Group of Universities, had the director job title with 

dedicated responsibility for strategy and planning and in some cases included risk management 

and governance functions under their remit:  

 

“Annual planning process, assisting with strategy development and writing 

strategic plans and data analysis, and development of business intelligence within 

the university, engagement with the funding council … and then, I would say risk 

management, student population planning” (Director, Pre-1992). 
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An important link was found between SPO managers’ personalities and the extent of their 

engagement in the strategic planning and risk management processes. Most SPO directors 

consider that the ability of SPO managers to build rapport and gain the trust of senior executives 

as vital for their involvement in strategic planning and contribution to the decision-making 

process.  

 

‘As far as I'm concerned, I've always been fortunate … in the sense that colleagues 

have trusted me to get on and do the role that I feel is best for the institution. And 

so then this gives you the autonomy to go ahead and do those wide-ranging changes, 

initiatives and set up the processes, etc…’ (Director, Pre-1992, 1994 Group).  

 

SPO managers have reasonable access to members of the executive group who perceive their 

role as critical to helping deliver institutional agendas. Therefore, SPO managers have the 

opportunity to build and strengthen their relationship with the senior team and gain their trust 

and confidence.  Once trust in their ability and skills is gained, senior executives feel more at 

ease to engage with SPO mangers in strategic thinking and the development of ideas, beyond 

the provision of data and management information. There is an emphasis that the relationship 

with the senior management is more personality-driven than dictated by organisational 

hierarchy and structure. This suggests that gaining the trust and confidence of senior 

management in SPO managers’ abilities and knowledge is important in delegating authority 

to them over some decisions: 

 

‘I think there are reasonable opportunities really because certainly planning 

directors have a reasonable amount of access to the executive group, and the 

executive group rely on us for some strategic thinking and development of ideas, 

and certainly provision of data … I now have a different layer chain of command if 

you like this has made absolutely no difference to the fact that people still want to 

discuss those issues with me. I think it's much more personality driven’ (Head, Pre-

1992, Russell Group). 

 

5.5.2.2 Proximity to senior management 

 

‘If you're taking your planning team seriously, you've always got access to the 

senior team’ (Director, Pre-1992, Russell Group). 

 



 

 135 

There is no consensus amongst respondents that the organisational location of their units 

hinders or facilitates their involvement in decision-making or strategic planning processes. In 

fact, the majority (n = 9, seven directors and two heads) accept that their units are well-placed 

to fulfil their role. However, some (n = 3 respondents) recognise that the organisational 

location of their units is vital for effective involvement and contribution to the development 

and implementation of the strategic plan. Furthermore, SPO managers differentiate between 

the physical proximity in hierarchal and organisational terms to having access to senior 

management and the head of the institution, which they considered fundamental to their 

involvement in the strategic conversations with senior management, academics, and senior 

professional service leads.    

 

A recuring pattern is that none of the SPO managers are formally members of the executive 

group at their institutions, which raises the question of how central are SPOs to strategic 

planning and strategic thinking. Pertaining to Mintzberg’s (1993) organisational structure 

theory, SPOs can be considered either support or technostructure staff. Mintzberg does not 

recognise support and technostructure staff central to the strategic thinking and decision-

making process. Instead, they sit at both ends of the strategic planning process, feeding in 

information and analysis and coordinating activities mainly to support the strategic apex. 

However, the formal representation of SPOs at their universities’ executive groups is not 

necessarily a barrier for their involvement in strategic conversations. SPO directors regularly 

attend executive group meetings to talk about items of high importance to the executives, such 

as KPIs, strategy, and risks. On the other hand, respondents with the head job title attended 

executive group meetings less frequently and on an ad hoc basis only.  

 

‘I am technically not a member of the executive board, but I attend pretty much 

every single one of them for the sessions that I need to attend for. I don’t attend the 

whole meeting unless it's appropriate’ (Director, Pre-1992, 1994 Group). 

 

In terms of formal membership in other management groups, SPO managers with the director 

job title are formally members of a wider senior management group (or its equivalent, e.g., 

leadership team), usually reporting to the senior executive group. None of the SPO managers 

with the head job title are members of any university management groups or senior 

management teams.  

 

‘I am not formally a member of any senior groups or committees’ (Head, Post-

1992).   
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When SPOs are not members of senior management groups and are not directly reporting to a 

member of the executive team or engaging in strategic discussions, issues around clarity of 

expectations and responsibilities will arise.  

 

‘I think the planning unit at (anonymous) is not well positioned. I think it hasn't got 

strong leadership at that not necessarily a planning level, but actually, above that in 

terms of direction, and clarity of expectations, clarity of responsibilities’ (Deputy 

Vice-Chancellor, Post-1992). 

 

Furthermore, SPO managers with the director job title attend other strategic activities and 

events such as strategy meetings and strategy away days; however, their role in those activities 

are limited to providing support services such as preparing materials or shaping the agenda, 

facilitating workshops and kick-off conversations. On a few occasions, respondents reported a 

more active role in these events, such as presenting topics related to the strategic framework 

and coordinating an institution-wide performance review every semester.   

 

The study measures another dimension to SPOs’ involvement in strategic conversations and 

decision making, which is SPO managers’ reporting line and their engagement with the head 

of the institution and the executive group. It is clear that SPO managers with the director job 

title report to a member of the executive team, mainly to the COO or University Secretary and 

Registrar. On the other hand, respondents with the ‘head’ job title report to someone less senior, 

This has proved to be a challenge in voicing their views.  

 

‘The power dimension is really important if you are a Head of Planning. Yes, you 

are going to feel disempowered. You're going to feel that you haven't gotten the voice 

because frankly, you've got a Deputy Director of planning an academic administration, 

and then you've got a Director of Planning academic administration’ (Deputy Vice-

Chancellor, Post-1992). 

 

Furthermore, SPO managers with the director job title confirmed some form of communication, 

formal or informal, with their heads of institutions and tend to have meetings and conversations 

frequently. The evidence suggests that SPO managers value these formal or casual 

communications with their heads of institutions. Main reasons for engagement with the head 

of the institution include making them aware of any operational issues with strategic impact or 

asking them to exercise their influence and help push strategic agenda and implementation. 
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Therefore, the position of the planning unit, ideally reporting to the head of the organisation 

can facilitate the strategy management and implementation (Kaplan and Norton, 2005; 

Williams, 2010):  

 

‘We have regular one to one scheduled, we'll have text message conversations, if 

he says, can you call me, I'll call him, if I go to him or something he's open. I mean, 

he's Fantastic. So, because you've got that open relationship, it helps. We talk about 

all of the things that I've outlined within the remit, and anything else that he needs 

support with’ (Director, Pre-1992, 1994 Group). 

 

Contrary to the above, SPO managers with the ‘head’ job title do not have formal or regular 

meetings with the head of their institutions. Instead, they have formal and regular meetings 

with other senior members of the executive groups, e.g., DPV or PVC or equivalent senior 

manager. For this group, meeting with the head of institution is on a rare and ad hoc basis or 

when there was an issue that they feel the institution's head should be aware of, e.g., league 

tables performance or fee income forecast during the pandemic.  

 

Although most SPO managers don’t agree that the organisational location of their offices can 

influence their involvement in strategic conversations and contribution to the decision-making 

process, when synthesising all the findings, we can see a different outcome. An observed theme 

(see Table 9) is that SPO managers, particularly directors, who frequently attend executive 

group meetings, with regular access to their head of institutions and report to a member of the 

senior executive group, have scored higher for prime responsibilities over strategic planning 

and risk management functions. Whereas SPO managers, particularly heads, who do not or 

occasionally attend executive group meetings and have less frequent access to the head of the 

institution tend to have a lower prime score for the same responsibilities. The individual’s 

location and the way units are grouped within the organisation are key elements in applying 

personal agency and determining their level of involvement in the decision-making process 

(Whitchurch, 2008). In other words, the SPO managers’ location and the configuration of their 

units within the university’s structure can greatly influence the individual’s involvement in 

strategic thinking and decision-making process:  

 

‘The proximate nature of it is vital. We are located physically in the Vice 

Chancellor's Office and structurally in the Vice Chancellor's office. So that 

proximities is very important. I have one to ones with not only the Vice Chancellor 
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but with all of the executive team, so I'm able to contribute, to assess to advise to 

provide ideas’ (Director, Post-1992).  

 

Table 10: SPO functions by institution type and reporting line. 

 

Key: P= Prime, S= Shared, C= Contributory, R= Remote, N= Function Not Available 

 

SPO managers who claim that there is a link between the location of their units and their 

contribution to strategy development and decision-making also consider that the physical, 

structural proximity to senior management and the head of the institution will enable better 

communication and contribution to the strategic planning process. This argument suggests 

that structural positioning is vital to the workflow within the organization (Brass, 1984). For 

example, SPO managers’ access to strategic apex networks will elevate their influence and 

promote positive relationships with the internal and external stakeholders. Therefore, SPOs’ 

influence can be constrained by where they are positioned in a university structure in addition 

to other factors highlighted by (Taylor, 1990) including the importance of their role in the 

workflow, their skills in coping with uncertainty, and whether they occupy a boundary 

scanning position. Furthermore, the findings show that SPO managers’ views on a given 

situation will be defined by their location within the organisational hierarchy (Colville and 

Tomkins, 1994), which will be discussed in more detail in the next section.  

 

Student 

Number 

Planning

Annual 

Planning 

Cycle

Strategy 

Development

Risk 

Management
P Score

University A Russel Group Yes Chief Financial Officer Frequent Yes P S S P 2

University B Post-1992 No
Director of Planning and 

Academic Administration
Occasional No S C C C 0

University C Other No Director of Compliance Occasional Yes P C C C 1

University D Russel Group Yes Chief Operating Officer Occasional No S N C R 0

University E 1994 Group Yes University Registrar Frequent Yes P P P C 3

University F 1994 Group Yes Chief Operation Officer Frequent Yes P P P P 4

University G Post-1992 No
University Secretary and 

Registrar
Frequent Yes S P P P 3

University H 1994 Group Yes Director of Planning No No P N C C 1

University I Post-1992 No Chief Financial Officer Occasional No P N C R 1

University J Russell Group Yes Director of Planning Division No No P P C C 2

University K Other Yes
Secretary and Chief 

Operating Officer 
Occasional No P P S P 3

University L
University 

Alliance
No Chief Operating Officer Frequent Yes P P P C 3

Prime Responsibility over functions part of Strategic 

Planning and Risk Management 

Attend Executive 

group meetings

Regular 1 to 1 with 

Head of Institution
University ID Group

Research 

Intensive
Reporting Manager
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5.5.2.3 Risk and uncertainty  

 

For the majority of SPOs (n = 8 out of 12), the risk management function does not come 

within their remit. However, SPOs contribute to the management of risk directly or indirectly 

through the intelligence they produce to inform decision-making and help identify and 

mitigate risks. A recurring pattern is that regardless of where the risk management function is 

positioned, SPOs need to maintain a close connection with risk management to ensure 

alignment between risks and enabling plans: 

 

‘Strategic Planning and risk management should be closely aligned; I think you 

have to plan to manage the risks. So, you can't be doing them. You can't do them 

separately’ (Director, Pre-1992, Russell Group). 

 

In this discussion, it is important to differentiate between SPOs involvement in risk 

management before and after the pandemic. Before the pandemic, the role of SPOs in risk 

management practices were broadly focused on the routine maintenance of the risk register 

and providing updates to the audit and risk committee. The whole process was used to report 

on activities that happened in the past rather than driving future activities. The process was 

described as a reactive and meaningless box-ticking exercise and more focused on managing 

crisis and regulatory compliance than managing opportunities and minimising uncertainties 

(Cassidy et al., 2001). However, a change in universities' approaches to risk management is 

observable following the pandemic. 

 

‘In a normal year we will report on risk twice a year, and I think I probably have 

six or seven risk reports during the pandemic. I think that's really transformed the 

engagement with risk management within the university and people are coming to 

the realisation that you can actually use our risk register to proactively manage the 

current environment and also use it to identify opportunities and support new 

opportunities’ (Director, Pre-1992). 

 

Undoubtedly the pandemic presented unprecedented changes to universities in the UK and 

beyond. An emerging finding was that universities in the UK have shown resilience and 

adaptivity to dramatic changes, including changes to the regulatory environment, shifts in 

students’ demands, instability in local and international markets, and increased reliance on 

technology. All SPO managers reported that their institutions implemented quick measures 

and mitigating strategies. Some of these include; holistic and methodical mitigations such as 
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enabling remote working for staff, blended teaching and learning, cutting unnecessary 

expenses, investing in technological infrastructure, and most importantly, constantly 

reviewing the risk management framework and linking it with the institutional strategies and 

enabling plans (Trieschmann and Gustavson, 1998). The quick implementation of these 

measures indicated the existence of core values and awareness amongst staff and students, 

which Aldrich and Auster, (1986) described as a significant challenge for strategic risk 

management. In doing so, universities can continue to perform as needed following the 

disruption to their functions. This is mainly due to their ability to effectively adjust their 

operations during and after the pandemic. Their resilience lies in the intrinsic ability to 

maintain a dynamically stable state after a major mishap (Weik, 2015). 

 

The findings reveal that senior management struggled to plan strategically during the 

pandemic because of the extreme uncertainties presented by the pandemic. The value of 

formal strategic planning in uncertainties is questionable. A formalised and structured 

strategic planning process is highly inflexible during uncertainties because of the constant, 

rapid, unpredictable, and uncontrollable changes organisations face (Mintzberg et al, 2009). 

However, the pandemic elevated the status of SPOs as facilitators of strategic thinking by 

providing the necessary intelligence to senior managers:  

 

‘I think it's our role is to try and get people to keep some headspace for the 

strategic planning, and to try and think a bit long term. But you have to have this 

with this particular crisis. I think you have to have a bit of appreciation that there 

isn't time’ (Director, Pre-1992, 1994 Group). 

 

SPO managers with a prime responsibility for risk management were all directors mostly 

from pre-1992 research institutions and enjoyed a healthy team size and technical resources. 

Their approach to risk management and the pandemic was focused on linking risk practices 

together with strategic planning and warned that separating the management of risks from the 

SPOs and the relationship to KPIs will make the risk management process a meaningless 

routine. During the pandemic, they worked with stakeholders and risk owners up and down 

the structure to bring together the risk register, institutional KPIs, and enabling plans for the 

strategy. Birch et al, (2018) make the case that for risk management to become a strategy, it 

must be aligned with the wider strategic planning processes, including decision-making, 

strategy formation and implementation, financial management, and business planning. An 

emerging finding relating to the role of SPO managers in risk management is that SPOs can 

play a crucial role to ensure alignment between the enabling plans and the mitigations in the 
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risk register and thus, the latter becomes a tool for the executive group and for the governing 

body to monitor the delivery of the strategy.  

 

‘As the Director of Planning, what I should be responsible for, is making sure that 

we have a really clear strategy with some really clear objectives that can be 

translated into quantifiable KPIs. And, and that when we construct our enabling 

plans, and when we construct our risk register, there's really close alignment 

between what we say we're going to do in the enabling plans and the mitigations 

that we have in the risk register. So, the risk register becomes a tool for the 

executive and for the governing body to monitor the delivery of the strategy, and 

so that's what my role should be’ (Director, Pre-1992, Russell Group).  

 

SPOs’ role in response to the COVID-19 pandemic was wide-ranging. The findings show that 

several factors influenced their response to the pandemic, such as whether they had a prime 

and shared responsibility versus contributory or remote responsibility over strategy 

development and implementation. Furthermore, SPO managers’ who are members of the 

wider senior management team and in proximity to the executive group and the head of the 

institution, were more involved in their universities’ response to the pandemic than those 

managers with no or limited access to the executive group or those with no formal 

representation at the senior management team. Therefore, an individual’s influence in an 

organisation can be constrained by the organizational structure (Taylor, 1990). For example, 

SPO directors are involved in crisis management groups, senior management discussions, 

horizon scanning, sector comparison, scenario planning, and the implementation of changes 

across the university. 

 

On the other hand, SPO heads, including those with no or restricted access to the executive 

group and no formal representation at the senior management team, tend to have a 

constrained role mostly limited to providing intelligence and ad hoc analysis as and when 

requested by senior university executives. In other words, they were not involved in the 

discussion leading up to the requested management information. These findings highlight the 

importance of maintaining a close connection between SPOs and risk management (Birch et 

al., 2018). The positioning of SPOs within the organisational hierarchy can be vital to the 

visibility of risk management (Birch et al., 2018). Having an overarching view of the 

organisational structure as well as connections to academic and professional services units, 

SPOs not only are in an excellent position to identify risks, but they can also ensure that risk 
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owners understand and fulfil their responsibilities and draw a connection between 

management processes and the institutional strategy in the designing of the risk register. 

 

5.6 The Evolution of Strategy and Planning Office  

 

The remits and structural location of SPOs have evolved over the past decade. Their role will 

continue to evolve during a period of unprecedented change in the UK higher education 

sector, characterised by growing government intervention, increased market competition, and 

the accelerated digital transformation as impacted by the pandemic. Given the pace and scale 

of change, HEIs’ decisions and actions are expected to become more agile and responsive, 

and as a consequence, the role of SPOs is changing to help manage uncertainty by 

strengthening institutional capability and skills. The findings suggest that SPO role has 

shifted from coordinating student number planning function, statutory reporting and 

providing statistical analysis; to a much wider one that includes: generating insights for key 

institutional decision-making, contributing to institutional strategy development and 

university-wide reviews, and the coordination of risk management practices. The pressures of 

operating in the current turbulent HE environment place SPO functions as key units to engage 

with governance structures and create processes and systems, enabling quality decision-

making and maximizing institutional resilience. However, the role of SPOs can only be of 

maximum value to their universities if they are strategically positioned, with the right access 

to executive group and senior decision makers. 

 

The above discussion demonstrates SPOs’ two primary roles within a university context: 

leading data and insight and coordinating strategic planning and risk management practices. 

The level of involvement in these roles will vary from one university to another, depending 

on several factors mainly related to structure, uncertainty, and resources. Currently, SPOs 

form part of the wider professional services body within HEIs. However, they also have 

boundary-spanning roles operating up and down the organisational structure and inside and 

outside the organisation, making them different from most professional services units. Figure 

6 below, adapted from Mintzberg (1983), illustrates the five components of a university 

structure in the UK. The central body of the structure consists of three components: VCs and 

the Executive Boards as strategic apex, the Deans and Faculties as middle management, and 

Academics and Heads of Departments as the operating core. Two components support the 

central organs, first, the professional services staff as support staff, e.g., Registry, Student 

Services, Faculty Administrators, and IT services. The second component consists of SPOs, 
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Human Resources, and Finance as technostructure units, which are usually located in 

proximity to the strategic apex. 

 

Figure 6: The relationship between the five components of a university structure 

(Adopted from Mintzberg, 1983). 

 

 

Organizations utilise planning and control systems to highlight good performance or identify 

deficits within a particular unit or the whole organization, and hence, they can influence 

organizational behaviour (Mintzberg 1993). Organizations also tend to use liaison devices 

(business intelligence) to coordinate activities between the centre and divisions in situations 
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where work is ‘horizontally specialized, complex, and highly interdependent’ (Mintzberg 

1993 p.91). In other words, power is selectively decentralized to techno-structure staff, e.g., 

SPOs, Finance, or Human Resources, to ensure maximum responsiveness. Furthermore, 

technostructure units play a boundary-spanning role with the external environment, 

enhancing the opportunities for environmental scanning to identify substantive changes in HE 

policies, demographics, economic activity, social needs, and political interests. While 

Finance and Human Resources units are members of the strategic apex (executive group), 

represented by CFOs and CHOs; SPOs are only represented through their line managers for 

example COOs or Registrars (heads of professional services). The fact that SPO directors are 

regularly invited to attend executive board meetings is an acknowledgement of their vital role 

in strategy formulation and implementation as a skilled specialist group of professionals. 

Therefore, Mintzberg’s (1994) views about the role of planners in strategic thinking could be 

debatable. One distinction is that public sector universities are charitable not for profit 

organisations. The operating core, particularly at research-focused and mature institutions, 

are key generators of ideas and income, and therefore, the strategic apex is not the only 

source for strategic initiatives and thinking. 

 

Similarly, planning and control systems such as SPOs can identify potential opportunities or 

risks through horizon scanning or scenario planning and business intelligence, resulting in 

important strategic initiatives such as institutional positioning in league tables or the closure 

of a subject where the demand is in decline. Decision-making at HEIs is not a one-person 

show. Instead, it happens through a complex network of committees, subcommittees, and 

working groups that are supported by business intelligence and insights, which are led and 

coordinated by SPOs and other professional services units. 

 

The remits of SPOs are fundamentally different from those performed by support and other 

technostructure units, including HR and Finance. In addition to feeding in information and 

analysis at all levels of the institution, SPOs maintain a global view of institutional 

performance internally and externally. They coordinate university-wide reviews aligning the 

strategic objectives of central management with the objectives of the sub-units and building 

internal consensus (Zechlin, 2010). A key difference between SPOs and the rest of the 

professional services units is their boundary spanning roles up and down the organisational 

structure as well as between the internal and external environments. They bring sector 

intelligence back into the institution and assess the impact on strategy implementation. 

Conversely, SPOs monitor internal actions on external performance ‘because whatever is 

happening internally, it has a knock-on effect on what is happening externally as well’ 
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(Head), e.g., league tables, funding, and regulatory compliance. Finally, SPOs support 

strategy formulation and implementation and translate strategies into measurable KPIs to 

ensure a consistent understanding of the institution's strategic priorities.  

 

Unexpected events such as the pandemic changed universities’ approach to risk management, 

emphasizing regaining a stable state after a mishap (Weik, 2015). The findings demonstrated 

that risk management practices are coordinated mainly by other professional services units, 

mainly Governance. Coordinating risk management practices without SPOs’ input or 

involvement may be rigid and not sufficient to mitigate risk because identifying and 

managing risks may not be integrated with organisational priorities and the wider strategic 

planning process (Abraham, 2013). Inflexible risk management and strategic planning 

practices are ineffective when facing uncertainties and unpredictable changes (Mintzberg et 

al., 2009). The need for reliable and consistent management information during uncertainties 

elevated the role of SPOs as facilitators of strategic thinking. SPO directors can connect risk 

mitigation strategies together with enabling plans and institutional KPIs. In other words, risk 

management and its practices become an essential strategy that is inseparable from the 

overall strategic planning process, including decision-making, strategy formation and 

implementation, financial management, and business planning (Birch et al., 2018).   

 

The literature on risk management suggests that aspects and practices of effective risk 

management frameworks in HEIs are not well established or developed compared to for-

profit organisations. Therefore, HE regulators introduced more standards to mitigate risks for 

universities and protect students’ interests. Universities are expected to embed the concept of 

risk assessment and mitigation within their formal structures and strategic planning process 

(Deloitte, 2017). In this sense, this study puts forward the concept of the evolving of the 

Strategy, Planning and Risk Management Office (SPRO) as a new unit encompassing 

strategic planning and strategic risk management practices under one umbrella within HEIs. 

In other words, strategic planning and risk management processes are integrated ‘into a single 

framework’ (Anderson et al., p. 159), which can benefit both processes and ‘makes them 

mutually reinforcing’ (Achampong, 2010, p. 23). Due to their knowledge and expertise of the 

strategic priorities and external environment, the findings show that SPROs are best 

positioned to play the crucial role of ensuring the alignment between the enabling plans and 

the mitigation strategies recorded in the risk register. Consequently, the risk register becomes 

a tool for the executive group and the governing body to monitor the delivery of the strategy. 

Furthermore, SPRO’s leading role in developing management information, data, and insight 

can help promote core values and awareness amongst staff at all levels, which is an essential 
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element of high reliability Organisations. The lack of staff awareness of the strategic 

priorities can prevent effective strategic risk management (Aldrich and Auster, 1986).  

 

The concept of SPRO is based on two key elements of resources and structure. Adequate 

resources including competent and capable team equipped with advanced technology and 

supported by an active professional body and training opportunities, are essential ingredients 

for successful SPRO within the UK HE sector. Although the findings show that pre-1992 and 

research universities are better resourced than post-1992 and modern universities, all 

institutions will benefit from well-equipped SPROs and a well-structured management 

information framework. Furthermore, SPRO managers are more engaged when they form 

part of the senior management teams and are close to the executive group, including the head 

of the institution. SPROs as boundary-spanners constantly analyze external and internal risk 

factors, including shifting priorities in government and regulatory policy. They play a key 

role in identifying uncertainties and relay them to university leaders to be incorporated into 

the strategic planning processes. 

 

The current inconsistency amongst universities relating to SPOs’ remit and location within 

the organisational structure can be detrimental to both the universities’ performance as well 

as to ‘Planning’ as a profession. In the next chapter, I will summarise the key conclusions, 

make recommendations for professional practice, discuss the study's limitations, and discuss 

the potential topics for future research.   
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Chapter 6:  Conclusion  
 

6.1 Introduction 
 

In engaging with the key themes of this study - to understand the role of SPOs in strategic 

planning and risk management processes as experienced by the SPO managers and the factors 

that influence their involvement in these processes- this research has generated evidence of 

several major themes, including SPOs’ leading role in synthesizing consistent institutional 

knowledge through data and insight, and the proximity to senior management as an important 

element for better engagement in strategic thinking and discussions. These findings were 

elicited using a qualitative methodology combining semi-structured interviews with SPO 

managers at different levels of seniority from twelve universities across the UK. This chapter 

now reflects on these findings, starting with presenting the key conclusions followed by 

discussing the key limitations of the study. Finally, I will discuss ideas on potential directions 

for future research, with a commentary on the implications for professional practice. 

 

6.2 Summary of key findings 
 

The key findings of this study can be considered along the main themes relating to SPOs’ 

leading role in developing a fit-for-purpose business intelligence strategy to support 

institutional planning and decision making and the coordinating role of strategic planning and 

risk management practices. Unlike finance or human resources units, the findings show that 

SPOs do not have consistently defined remits and structural locations that are common across 

the HE sector. Instead, SPOs’ remit can vary from one university to another as well as their 

level of involvement in each function of their remit. For example, the findings demonstrate 

that less than 40% of SPOs have risk management under their remit, and less than 50% 

coordinate the business planning cycle and strategy formulation process; this suggests that 

SPOs’ involvement in strategic planning and risk management practices is incomplete and 

inconsistent across the sector. SPOs unanimously lead the strategic business intelligence and 

performance reporting, supporting the development of an evidence-based decision-making 

culture. Despite the inconsistency of remits and varying levels of involvement in key 

university activities, the findings demonstrate that strategy and planning functions are 

evolving and going through a change. Influenced by changes in the regulatory environment 

and competition, strategy and planning functions from mature and modern institutions are 

evolving towards a more unified and coherent model focused on leading institutional data, 

analytics, and insights. As generators of management information and institutional 
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knowledge, they act as enablers of strategic thinking, and their role has become influential in 

strategic planning and risk management. Their evolved role is more evident within mature 

and reseach intensive universities, where planning functions are positioned closer to decision-

makers and, hence, involved in strategic thinking and conversations. In other words, as a 

profession, strategy and planning function is not yet fully matured across the sector. 

However, pockets of mature functions with a unified model are associated with institutional 

maturity, strategic focus, and structure.    

 

This study highlighted several factors affecting SPOs’ involvement in strategic planning and 

risk management processes. Institutional maturity and ranking are vital elements for SPOs’ 

involvement in these processes. Mature and research-focused institutions have better 

resources and mature structures than modern and teaching-focused universities. Therefore, 

SPOs’ team size and the proximity to the strategic apex varied depending on the university’s 

maturity and SPO’s location in the structure. Pre-1992 institutions tend to have multiple 

income streams other than tuition fees, particularly when income from research is as 

important as tuition fees. Because of the operating core, academics usually generate research 

income, and professors at research-focused institutions are key stakeholders in the decision-

making process. Therefore, the findings show that the SPOs at these institutions have broader 

remits that dedicate a good proportion of their resources to coordinate institution-wide events 

providing data and insights to the operating core. Consequently, SPOs at pre-1992 and 

research-focused institutions are more engaged in strategic planning and risk management 

processes than SPOs from post-1992 modern universities.  

 

The proliferation of data and the increased importance of management information in 

decision-making have elevated SPOs’ status as capable and skilled professionals. They can 

manage large data sets, generate management information and intelligence, and develop the 

necessary data models to support an evidence-based decision-making culture across the 

sector. They can encapsulate management information and business intelligence tools, 

knowledge of the institutional processes, including the demands of the operating core and 

strategic apex, and finally, an understanding of the impact of the external environment on 

institutional performance and vice versa. Their leading role in maintaining regulatory 

compliance and oversight of external reporting have reinforced the importance of business 

intelligence and SPOs in aligning institutional priorities with external performance. 

Therefore, the recent years witnessed a shift in responsibilities over data and insight from 

Information Technology units to SPOs.     
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The positioning of SPOs within the organizational structure is vital for the visibility of risks 

and ensuring the alignment between mitigating strategies and enabling plans and KPIs. 

Therefore, SPOs’ location within the organization can determine their view on a given 

situation which is critical in applying personal agency and influencing the decision-making 

process. Furthermore, SPO managers who are members of the senior management team and 

in proximity to the executive group, including regular communication with the head of the 

institution, are engaged in strategic conversations and activities. They will have first-hand 

knowledge of strategic priorities and plans, which they can translate into KPIs and 

meaningful targets and then communicate to a range of stakeholders using business 

intelligence reporting tools, e.g., dashboards. In this respect, not only will SPOs enable the 

monitoring of institutional performance against a range of internal and external benchmarks, 

but they will also ensure that there is a consensus and shared understanding of institutional 

priorities and enabling plans.      

 

Risk management before the Covid-19 pandemic was a routine exercise where universities 

update the risk register once or twice a year with no proper evaluation or connection between 

the mitigating strategies and enabling plans. The uncertainties brought by the pandemic has 

forced institutions to change their approach to risk management. Major changes to 

universities’ operations have been implemented, including remote working, accelerating the 

online learning and teaching environment, and most importantly, proactive engagement with 

risk management practices. Therefore, there is a new realization that risk management is a 

strategy that can be embedded in the strategic planning and thinking process. Equally, SPOs’ 

involvement in risk management increased during the pandemic, highlighting the role of 

SPOs in bringing together the mitigating strategies, KPIs, and enabling strategies. In other 

words, SPOs can help align strategic planning and risk management practices where the latter 

becomes a tool for the executive boards and governing bodies to monitor the delivery of the 

strategy.  

 

This study also highlighted an important theme relating to the ownership of risk management 

functions. The literature suggests that risk management as a function can be owned by several 

units, including finance, governance, and SPOs. However, the findings reveal a strong link 

exists between the management of risk and strategic planning and KPIs. Since that SPOs 

support the coordination of strategic planning processes and the monitoring of strategy 

implementation and KPIs, they are best placed to manage risk management practices where 

they can draw connections between management processes and institutional strategy, KPIs, 

and the designing of the risk register. Therefore, this study puts forward the concept of 
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incorporating risk management function under the remit of SPOs, and thus SPO becomes 

Strategy, Planning and Risk Management Office (SPRO), where a close link between risk 

management practices and planning processes is established. Finally, adding the term ‘risk 

management’ in a department title highlights the importance of this vital function in the 

business process and its connection to strategic planning.   

  

Institutional resilience will naturally be enhanced when the criteria for SPOs’ involvement in 

strategic planning and risk management are achieved. SPRO’s that are equipped with skilled 

staff and advanced technologies and strategically positioned in proximity to the executive 

group will provide the headspace for strategic thinking during uncertainties. Furthermore, by 

combining coordination of strategic planning and risk management processes under the 

umbrella of SPRO’s, then the management of risk becomes another strategic goal that is 

regularly monitored and aligned to institutional priorities and performance. In their capacity 

as leaders of the business intelligence reporting and coordinators of institution-wide reviews, 

SPROs are in a good position to communicate risks and mitigating strategies more efficiently 

across the institution and help build a risk-conscious culture, an essential element of resilient 

systems.    

 

6.3 The implications of the study’s findings 
 

There are two key explanations for undertaking this study. The first is that SPOs are 

distinctive professional service units different from other support or technostructure units 

within a HE organisation. Therefore, the right structural position of SPOs within a university 

structure is vital for institutional reputation, performance, and the ability to identify and 

manage risks, including compliance with regulatory bodies. There is relatively little research 

on SPOs’ contribution to the strategic planning and risk management processes, the factors 

that influence their involvement in these processes, and most importantly, understanding the 

challenges SPO managers face from their lived experience. The limited available literature 

from the UK is uncertain whether strategy and planning functions can be seen as changing 

towards a more unified and coherent model in the future or if the function is developed. 

However, its adaptability depends on the institutional scope, structural configuration, and 

strategic focus. When considering the major changes and challenges affecting the higher 

education sector in the UK, particularly changes to regulatory requirements and competition, 

the clarity about the role of strategy and planning functions is a critical gap in the literature 

that this study attempts to bridge. The results of this study provide insight into the practical 

experiences of the SPO managers relating to their role in strategic planning and risk 
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management. The second is that research on organisational structures and professionalisation 

of HE has been broad and mostly theoretical with little acknowledgement to the differences 

between public and charitable versus private and for-profit organisations on the one hand, and 

the distinctive roles that professional services units can play in an organisation such as 

universities on the other hand. This research provides a way of extending the body of 

knowledge on organisational structure and professionalisation of HE to become a more 

manageable framework for analysing the important contribution of SPOs in strategic 

planning and risk management.   

 

6.3.1 Implications for higher education management  

 

This study focuses on understanding the remits of SPOs with a particular focus on their 

contribution to strategic planning and risk management practices. The findings prove that 

there is an inconsistency between universities concerning SPOs’ remit as well as their 

location in the organisational structure. In particular, SPOs at pre-1992 and research 

universities have broader remits than post-1992 institutions, covering fundamental functions 

for strategic planning and risk management, e.g., risk management, planning cycle, and 

strategy formulation. SPOs at these universities are part of the senior management team with 

reasonable access to the executive group and the head of institution. Therefore, they can draw 

connections between risk management, KPIs, and strategic plans, which improves 

institutional resilience for any uncertainties. 

 

On the contrary, SPOs at post-1992 institutions tend to be under-resourced and less engaged 

with the internal processes, as reflected in their shallow remit, primarily focused on 

institutional compliance with regulatory bodies and data and business intelligence aspects. 

Major functions such as planning cycle, strategy formulation, and risk management are 

absent from their remit. Therefore, this study puts three recommendations for HE 

management. 

 

For strategy and planning functions to mature and grow in the UK higher education sector, 

senior management is required to understand the actual value that skilled planners can add to 

the success of their institutions. Therefore, strategy and planning teams must be strategically 

positioned with easy access to decision-makers. Furthermore, planners and data scientists are 

valuable assets for any organisation, and for HEIs to be attractive, they should consider 

paying market-level salaries to succeed in hiring new talents from outside the sector to fill the 

shortage in skilled planners across the sector. Currently, the evidence suggests that most 
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universities hire agency contractors to fill the vacancies as they fail to recruit and attract new 

talents on standard pay scales and salaries.  

 

When planners are simpley perceived as a group of technical or adiminstrative professionals 

who are tasked to generate management information with little or no involvement in strategic 

discussions and thinking, they will work in silos lacking the understanding of the effect of the 

management information that they generate on strategy implementation, KPIs and 

compliance. Therefore, SPOs will need to be positioned strategically in the organisational 

structure to engage in important university processes and strategic conversations and be given 

the space to play the boundary-spanning role operating up and down the organisational 

structure and inside and outside the organisation. There is an opportunity for most 

institutions, particularly post-1992 universities, to reconsider the location of SPOs in the 

structure to ensure that they are formally represented in senior management teams and 

university-wide conversations as well as ensuring access to the executive group. The 

optimised location of SPOs can help align objectives between the strategic apex and the 

academic departments and professional services with building internal consensus.  

 

Second, the study shows that the need for reliable and consistent management information 

during uncertainties highlighted the importance of SPOs as facilitators of strategic thinking. 

SPO directors can connect risk mitigation strategies with the enabling plans and institutional 

KPIs. However, the fact that most SPOs do not have risk management under their remit is a 

missed opportunity for most institutions, particularly post-1992 universities. This study 

recommends incorporating risk management as a fundamental function under SPO remit, and 

therefore SPO becomes Strategy, Planning and Risk Management Office (SPRO). The 

findings show that SPROs are best placed to play the crucial role of ensuring the alignment 

between the enabling plans and the mitigation strategies in the risk register. When SPOs 

coordinate risk management practices and their leading role in developing and disseminating 

management information, they can help build a risk-aware culture amongst all staff, which is 

essential for effective strategic risk management when organisations face uncertainties. 

 

Third, the study highlights that SPOs play a crucial role in the strategic planning and risk 

management processes. Adequate resources, including appropriate team size equipped with 

completent and capable staff and advanced technology, are essential components for 

successful SPRO at any university. Findings show that pre-1992 and research universities are 

better resourced than post-1992 and modern universities. All institutions will benefit from 

well-equipped SPROs and a well-structured management information framework. This study 
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recognises the differences between universities and the financial limitations that may prevent 

some universities from investing in the expansion of SPOs. However, most respondents 

expressed that inadequate resources and technology were barriers to fulfilling their role 

optimally. In other words, considering the importance and sensitivity of the tasks that SPOs 

are performing, there are potentially missed opportunities for better performance or more 

savings that may be hindered due to under-resourced SPOs. For example, a recurring pattern 

is that adequately resourced SPOs are more engaged in internal processes such as the 

planning cycle and, therefore, can support the operating core to be more effective and aligned 

with the strategic priorities. Therefore, universities will most likely win reputationally and 

financially from well-resourced SPOs.     

 

6.3.2 Implications for the strategic planning theory and third space theory 

 

In terms of strategic planning as a concept, the most important findings of this study are the 

understanding of SPOs’ contribution to the strategic planning process and the aspects that 

influence their involvement in the process. However, because of the specific nature of this 

study, the review of the literature considered other concepts, including Mintzberg’s 

organisational structure theory (1983), Mintzberg view regarding planner’s trivial role in 

strategic thinking (1994), and Whitchurch third space theory and the identity of professional 

staff (2008), which are all valuable conceptual frameworks. Therefore, without understanding 

which planning remits are considered features of strategic planning in a HE setting, any of the 

aforementioned concepts have limited operational value. In this sense, the contribution of this 

study to the role of SPOs in strategic planning, is to highlight the importance of 

contextualising the strategic planning concept for the specific HE sector being analysed as 

well as the specific professional staff group being studied. Therefore, Mintzberg’s (1994) 

view that planners are positioned at the sidelines of strategic planning is debatable and does 

not consider the distinctive nature of universities in the UK as public and charitable not-for-

profit organisations. This study demonstrates that strategy and planning functions can play a 

critical role in enabling strategic thinking and linking risk management and institutional 

plans. The degree of their involvement in strategic planning depends on the causality between 

structure, strategic focus, and institutional maturity. Furthermore, decision-making and 

strategic planning within HEIs is a collective management effort of senior academics, senior 

management, and professional services units, including strategy and planning functions. 

Therefore, in addition to the unique nature of decision-making within higher education 

organisations, there is a clear link between the structural proximity of strategy and planning 
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functions to decision-makers and the degree of involvement and contribution in strategic 

thinking and planning. 

 

Third space in higher education is an emergent territory between academic and professional 

domains. This study illustrates that strategy and planning professionals evolved from 

bounded domains where they had clear roles and responsibilities (e.g. student number 

planning, statutory reporting), to new but less bounded domains working with academic 

managers, professional services managers, and senior management across the institutions; to 

support institutional development, compliance, and alignment with strategic priorities. None 

of the respondents involved in this study came from an academic domain. Therefore, 

although strategy and planning professionals work across academic and professional 

domains, their third space domain did not emerge as a mixture of both identities. Their 

elevated status as niche specialists has been due to the increased complexity and hostility of 

the HE environment and demands for more accountability, which has given SPOs a unique 

identity different from mainstream administrators. Furthermore, contrary to the claims that 

professional services in HE will develop a distinct set of management values, which may be 

in conflict with those of academic values (Becher and Kogan,1992), this study demonstrates 

that strategy and planning professionals are mainly concerned with the success of their 

institutions including providing information and support to academic managers and to help 

them achieve their missions while keeping them aligned with the institutional mission.  

 

Finally, this study demonstrates that strategy and planning professionals have a wider range 

of skills and remits, which place them under corporate management rather than pure 

academic management or professional services management. Therefore, although 

Whitchurch’s third space theory (2008) assists HEIs in building capacity and utlising 

resources from both academic and professional domains, it does not consider the opportunity 

for professional staff to attain management experience to evolve vertically to a new corporate 

management domain. The findings show that strategy and planning directors can work 

horizontally with deans and professional directors and vertically with executive teams, which 

is why they are a unique group of professionals who deserve a unified professional body and 

standards. 

 

6.3.3 Implications for SPOs and HESPA 

 

This study revealed that SPOs across the sector engaged with each other mainly through 

HESPA and other local groups such as Scottish Planners. HESPA is the main professional 
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association representing strategic planning offices in the UK HE sector. HESPA offers its 

members a range of services, including training sessions, conferences, and group discussions, 

which respondents in this study acknowledged their value for networking and learning new 

skills. Although these activities provide great networking opportunities for exchanging 

knowledge and learning from others, the evidence suggests a lack of specialist training 

opportunities that details how to do specific functions, e.g., planning cycle or student number 

planning. Furthermore, the findings show that English politics dominate HESPA’s discourse 

and literature. Therefore, this study offers two recommendations for SPOs and HESPA, 

respectively.  

 

First, for SPOs to become a recognised profession with shared characteristics, values, and 

best practices, SPOs are encouraged to use every opportunity to utilise available platforms 

and professional bodies to share their experiences and learn from each other. Working 

together and sharing best practices of how things are done will present them as one body with 

more similarities than differences.  Although universities are different in their visions, size, 

and strategies, they are all accountable to the same governmental department and regulatory 

body in each country of the UK. Furthermore, all universities have more or less similar 

governance structures, operating core, and study body. These similarities between 

universities present opportunities for SPOs to standardise their processes and document best 

practices as a repository of knowledge for the benefits of all universities. A homogenised 

professional body will elevate the status of its members as specialist professionals with 

specific knowledge and experience and a clear professional career.  

 

Second, when studying HESPA’s online materials, including its strategic objectives, the lack 

of clear mission is noticeable to the reader. HESPA presents itself as a forum for 

communication and networking, which most respondents emphasised. However, this 

objective is far from making HESPA a professional association representing planners in a 

unified profession in the HE sector. On the contrary, the Association of Institutional Research 

(AIR), which is the equivalent to HESPA in the USA,  has a defined and bold vision and 

mission statement, which are focused on empowering decision makers through data and 

analytics ‘AIR will be a global leader in the ethical use of data for better decisions’ 

(airweb.org, 2022). AIR’s goal is to develop institutional research (IR) as a new profession in 

HE through contextualising data, institutional effectiveness, and standardising the methods of 

IR. The USA higher education system is vast, diverse, and institutions have different strategic 

priorities. However, unlike Strike et al. (2018), who warn against adopting a unified model 

for strategy and planning due to the diversity and uniqueness of HEIs in the UK HE sector, 
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the AIR is exerting considerable efforts to present IR as a unified professional body in the US 

higher education sector. Accordingly, AIR offers a range of professional courses and 

qualifications, workshops, and learning resources designed to promote data literacy and 

professional development for those working in IR. 

Furthermore, AIR’s learning opportunities are designed for all levels of data professionals, 

from new entrants to the profession up to those in leading roles in IR. For example, their new 

leadership development program provides educational and networking opportunities to 

advance the development of institutional leaders in IR. Finally, AIR is a 50 years association, 

yet the professional body recognises that the IR profession continues to evolve and adapt. 

Therefore, AIR’s surveys provide IR offices a benchmarking opportunity where IR officers 

have access to credible information about their peers or aspirant IR Offices to help them 

understand if they are performing efficiently, effectively, and resourced adequately for the 

work that is expected of them.   

 

 In helping SPOs to be recognised as a profession with its unique characteristics and 

standards, the main professional body for SPOs in the UK has a significant role in achieving 

this goal. This study recommends that HESPA be required to refine its mission and vision 

and identify similarities amongst strategy and planning functions across the UK to benchmark 

and standardise best practices, technology, and resources. Furthermore, the training 

opportunities should focus on developing the essential skills required to perform strategy and 

planning remits, e.g., data literacy. A more advanced approach to professional development 

can be achieved by developing and validating recognised professional qualifications for 

HESPA members or anyone interested in a career in strategic planning, data, and reporting in 

HE, e.g., Advanced Analytics in Higher Education Certificate. This is an opportunity for 

universities and HESPA to work together on developing a new profession in HE management 

with clear career paths.  

   

6.4 Limitation of the Study 

 

The study has generated evidence that public HEIs in the UK have dedicated SPOs with 

defined roles and responsibilities in their professional services structure. However, SPOs’ 

remit and size are inconsistent across the sector. The argument put forward is that the location 

of SPOs within the organisational structure and the seniority of the SPO managers can be 

fundamental to SPOs’ engagement in strategic planning and risk management processes. The 

evidence suggests that the provision of business intelligence has elevated the status of SPO as 

a key unit to support strategic thinking, institutional reviews, and risk management practices.  
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Given the scope of this study and the resources available to conduct it, the robustness of the 

study can be challenged in several ways. First, the impact of the theoretical framework on the 

findings can potentially affect the focus of the study by influencing the focus of the empirical 

study in some aspects, while ignoring others. An example of this is that the theoretical 

framework shaped the study towards particular themes is Mintzberg’s work, which explores 

the role of planners in the decision-making process and their position as ‘technostructure’ 

within the organisational structure. An alternative focus would have been on another body of 

the literature, for example, on Whitchurch’s third space theory and the role of the identity of 

SPOs as professional services staff as essential to the interpretation of their roles. Although 

this may have been relevant to the context, it would have inevitably resulted in entirely 

different findings. The focus of the study was on the role of SPOs in strategic planning and 

risk management processes and their organisational location within the structure. 

 

Second, the effects of choosing interviews as the sole data collection method may be a 

limitation with effects on the findings. The findings may have been broadened by using focus 

groups, offering diverse opinions in a lively interaction with others as part of a group. 

However, the study objective was to gather the respondents' authentic experiences, including 

discussing sensitive and confidential information, which may have been compromised if 

discussed in an open group. Therefore, the use of interviews helped obtain the required 

confidential information and the in-depth experiences of the respondents, which could not 

have been achieved by the use of open groups or anonymous questionnaires. 

 

It might be argued that the study was not large enough as it was based on a sample of twelve 

respondents from twelve universities across the UK, which may arguably be a small section 

of over one hundred and sixty universities in the UK. Therefore, the generalisability of the 

findings to a wider population based on these twelve institutions is questioned. The sample 

was representative of the sector in a number of ways, with respondents from England, 

Scotland, and Wales, pre-1992 universities vs. post-1992 universities, research versus 

teaching-focused universities, and directors vs. heads of SPO job titles. Furthermore, the 

respondents selected for interviews operated within a similar sphere and with the same roles 

in each university. This allowed for cross-referencing between institutions, increasing its 

potential to be generalised. The respondents were able to offer deep and meaningful insight 

into their roles and institutions. However, the possible limitation of sample size is 

acknowledged and reflected in the claims made for future research. 
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The original research question explores SPOs’ experiences and views relating to the current 

challenges and future landscape for planners as a professional body within the HE sector. 

Finally, although the focus of the study was on SPOs and SPO managers, potential research 

topics have emerged relating to SPO’s role and engagement in strategic planning and risk 

management processes. For example, a common topic is how members of the executive 

groups, particularly the head of the institution, perceive SPO’s role in strategic planning and 

risk management processes. A potential limitation of this study is that members of the 

executive groups such as VC and DVC have not been represented and may have important 

information to offer concerning the role of SPOs in strategic planning and risk management 

processes. In addition to the difficulty of securing interviews with very busy senior 

executives from the same intuitions of the SPO managers, knowing that members of the 

executive groups are participants in the study could have prevented the SPO managers from 

disclosing sensitive information, and this may have skewed the findings. However, this 

possible limitation of senior executive representation is acknowledged and reflected in the 

potential topics for future research, which will be discussed in the next section.   

 

6.5 Potential themes for future research 
  

This study seeks to understand and interpret SPOs’ remit in relation to strategic planning and 

risk management processes. The findings also point to increased involvement of SPOs in 

these processes influenced by technology, resources, and their location within the 

organisational structure. A broader observation on the elevating status of SPOs as specialists 

and niche professionals with knowledge in connecting strategic plans and risk management 

practices while ensuring intuitional compliance externally. One area of future enquiry might 

be to investigate the attitudes of universities’ most senior leaders, namely VCs and DVCs, 

towards SPOs and to test the concept of SPROs, which can be standardised as a unit within 

any university in the UK. This study has revealed a widespread view amongst SPO managers 

that their engagement with VCs and the executive groups is fundamental to SPO’s status, 

location, and involvement in strategic planning and risk management ‘trying to drive some of 

the discussions, but it certainly only when it was appropriate for the VC’ (Director). 

Therefore, a potential area for investigation could be to understand VC’s and DVC’s 

interactions and expectations from SPOs in relation to risk management, strategic planning, 

university-wide reviews, and strategic discussions. This study revealed that SPOs’ 

involvement in strategic discussions varied between universities, particularly between pre-

1992 and post-1992. Therefore, another potential area to explore could be to understand the 
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views of the most senior university leaders regarding this discrepancy and whether SPOs are 

well resourced and strategically positioned to fulfil their expectations. 

 

A second, perhaps even more appealing, opportunity to explore is to investigate the 

professionalisation of SPOs in HE and the role of SPO staff and professional bodies, such as 

HESPA, in achieving this goal. This study has discovered a sector inconsistency in SPOs’ 

remits and structural positioning, suggesting the absence of agreed standards and shared 

knowledge and practical training that unify SPOs to be qualified as a profession. If access 

could be gained to a broader sample of junior and senior SPO staff, in addition to HESPA 

members and executives, this would provide valuable insights into the views of SPO staff and 

the visions of HESPA staff towards making planning a profession. Furthermore, the 

suggested study will prompt a thinking process amongst SPO staff and HESPA executives in 

relation to predicting the long-term sustainability of the existing practices and helping to 

shape the thinking about the future of planning as a profession. 

 

A third area to investigate would be the role of SPOs, as champions of business intelligence 

and reporting, in the appropriate management of institutional data and the overall data 

governance capabilities. Data used by universities are recognised as a critical resource that 

support strategic planning and management of risks. Data governance, therefore, has recently 

become an important topic in the HE sector, with emphasis on how universities protect and 

sponsor data as business-critical assets throughout its lifecycle. Furthermore, data protection 

regulations have changed since the General Data Protection Regulation took effect in 2018, 

placing greater obligations on how universities handle personal data, e.g., student, staff data. 

However, data governance is not the same as data protection. Data protection is another layer 

of legal compliance in addition to managing the availability, usability, integrity, and security 

of the data in university systems. Whether or not universities have designated data 

governance roles, it is worth mentioning that data governance roles are not jobs or 

appointments. HESA outlines four generic data governance roles within the HE data 

governance framework: university data trustee, data owner, data stewards, and data 

consumers. SPOs are most likely the main processors of institutional data; they can either be 

data trustees ensuring that data management activities are optimised to align and support both 

strategic and operational objectives or data consumers as BI system owners. However, when 

SPOs are responsible for statutory returns, they act as data stewards determining the relevant 

data quality checks in line with the institutional operational and strategic leads. Finally, SPOs 

can also be data owners; for example, when responsible for the student number planning 

process, they take a governance role, ensuring data is fit for both strategic and operational 
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use. Data governance and data quality is an important and growing topic in the HE sector as 

highlighted by one respondent ‘sector-wide we seem to be getting, this is my perspective, 

very much more into data management, so data governance work, which I think would say 

previously we weren't really in that space’ (Head). Data governance is the new space where 

SPOs find themselves involved in and sometimes leading the path on behalf of their 

universities and, therefore, deserve to be investigated from the SPOs lenses.   

 

A final observation is that HE is one of the UK’s largest sectors, with six of the world’s top 

twenty-five universities generating more than 1.2% of the UK GDP (Universities UK, 2021). 

HE is a vast and growing sector that is becoming more complex recently with increased 

government interference and more exposure to unexpected risks, as witnessed in the recent 

Covid-19 pandemic. This study represents a modest but valuable attempt to understand the 

role of SPOs in strategic planning and risk management processes. There will always be a 

need for further research for a more in-depth investigation of the vital role of professional 

services in university management and keeping up with the pace of change in this crucial 

group of university staff.  
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Appendix 1: Overview of Higher Education Systems in the UK. 

England 

England, the largest country in the UK, is a home for 134 higher education institutions and 

1.9 million students (HESA 2019). Universities in England include world class universities 

including Oxford, Cambridge, Kings College, and Imperial College and many other reputed 

universities. The higher education sector in England is regulated by the Office for Students, 

an independent body responsible “to ensure that every student, whatever their background, 

has a fulfilling experience of higher education that enriches their lives and careers.” And the 

work of the OfS “covers all students whether undergraduate or postgraduate, national, or 

international, young or mature, full-time or part-time, studying on a campus or by distance 

learning.” (OfS 2021). 

 

Since 2010 the government in England has focused on developing a competitive market in 

higher education (Naidoo & Williams, 2015; Olssen, 2016) where new forms of financing 

were introduced to shift the burden of funding from grants to tuition fees, and from the state 

to students. The drive was to support widening participation and to put ‘students at the heart 

of the system’. As a result home student fees jumped to £9,000 per year in 2012 and student 

number allocation and capping were completely removed in 2015. A market for students was 

established, which links teaching excellence, social mobility, and student choice (Department 

for Business, Innovation and Skills, 2016). Alongside the move towards full higher education 

market, a new managerialism was established within higher education to focus on 

performance such as rankings to drive competition (Lynch, 2015). In 2017, the Office for 

Students as a regulatory body was set up replacing the Higher Education Funding Council for 

England The Higher Education and Research Act 2017), which also paved the way for-profit 

private providers to be registered as universities.  

 

The current structure and shape of the higher education sector in England correspond to a 

large degree with England’s neoliberal economy characterised by competition and flexibility. 

Therefore, a number of policies influenced by the three inter-related forces of marketisation, 

massification and employability were introduced with the purpose to strengthen ‘governance 

towards enhanced internal economic efficiency but also ensure that its activities have stronger 

economic value (Shattock, 2011, cited in Alves , MG, Tomlinson, M, 2020). 

 

https://link-springer-com.ezproxy1.bath.ac.uk/article/10.1007/s42438-020-00111-w#ref-CR24
https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxy1.bath.ac.uk/doi/full/10.1177/1474904120967574
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Performance metrics such as league tables, National Student Survey and TEF have therefore 

become significant tools in the formal ranking and assessment of English institutions, and 

which are intended to encourage the exercising of improved choice by prospective recipients 

of HE’s offerings. The rational is that, when performance is improved, incentivised 

institutions will be encouraged to enhance the quality of their teaching and learning to 

maintain a stable market position (Alves, M G. Tomlinson, M. 2020) 

 

Scotland 

 

Currently, there are 19 universities in Scotland, in addition to the Open University and other 

colleges of higher education. Some Scottish universities have a long history of 600 years; 

they are St. Andrews University - founded in 1413 - together with Glasgow, Aberdeen, and 

Edinburgh universities.  Other Scottish universities have their origins can be traced back to 

the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.  

 

The higher education sector in Scotland is steered by the Scottish government to ensure that 

activities are prioritised and oriented to meet Scotland’s social and economic agendas. This is 

particularly evidenced by the undergraduate no-fees policy for Scottish and EU-domiciled 

students. Unlike the rest of the UK, the Scottish government continues to fund higher 

education mainly through public funding, rather than through loans and fees, which exhibits a 

certainty that the Scottish ethos of higher education as a public good presents a growing 

contrast to the marketisation of the sector elsewhere in the (UK. Kemp, N. Lawton, W 2013). 

In return for funding, Scottish Universities are expected to comply with the formal 

requirements and statutory duties as set out in the Financial Memoranda between the Scottish 

Funding Council and colleges and universities in Scotland.   

 

Universities Scotland, the representative body for the Scottish university sector, plays an 

important role as an interface between the higher education sector and the Scottish 

government.  
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The higher education sector has approximately 260,000 students, with institutions ranging in 

size from the universities of Edinburgh, Glasgow and Strathclyde which each have over 

25,000 students to the Royal Conservatoire of Scottish which has only 1200 students (Source: 

HESA 2019/20). The most distinctive feature of Scottish higher education is that students 

move into higher education at the age of 17 rather than 18 and they enter higher education to 

the faculty rather than the subject, which means they can choose to specialise only at the end 

of their second year. This flexibility allows them to change the subject more easily than 

elsewhere in the UK (Source: Dearing Report) 

 

The Scottish higher education sector is governed by the Scottish Funding Council (SFC), 

which has the statutory responsibility to ensure the quality of higher education provision in 

Scotland and aim to ‘make Scotland the best place in the world to educate, to research and to 

innovate’ (SFC 2021). The SFC provide essential funds to universities and higher education 

institutions in Scotland covering almost all aspects of the learning and teaching process 

including the cost of learning, teaching and research, and funds academic, administrative, 

technical and support staff as well as funds facilities, accommodation, equipment, and 

materials. 
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The SFC realises the importance of research to improve Scotland’s economy. Therefore, they 

provide incentive funds to universities through the University Innovation Fund to encourage 

institutions to work collaboratively to exploit their research to advance Scotland’s economy. 

 

Wales 

 

Wales is a small country with a small population of three million (about 5 % of the UK) but a 

long history and a distinct nation within the United Kingdom. Wales is culturally distinct, 

most notably in having two working languages, English and Welsh and a separate Welsh 

language television channel. 

 

Welsh higher education corresponds with the percentage of Wales’ population, which 

represents about five per cent of the higher education sector in the UK. The pattern of the 

Welsh higher education pattern is broadly similar to that in England, with the three-year 

undergraduate honours degree as its main structure. Half of the student population in Welsh 

higher education institutions come from England. Equally, approximately half of Wales 

domicile students tend to study outside Wales, mainly in England. Higher education 

institutions in Welsh do not have the long history that institutions in England or Scotland 

enjoy. St David’s College, Lampeter, Wales’s first institution, was established in 1827. In 

1893 the first independent university with its own charter was established, formed from the 

college at Aberystwyth and colleges at Bangor and Cardiff, as a federal institution – the 

University of Wales. The Open University was founded in 1970 and then the Polytechnic of 

Wales was granted the university title in 1992 as University of Glamorgan (Source: Dearing 

Report) 
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Currently, there are twelve higher education institutions on Wales including nine universities 

(HESA 2019/20). Welsh institutions vary in size, with Cardiff as its largest institution with 

over 33,000 students headcount while Glyndwr University with as little as 1300 students 

headcount. There is a higher education institution in almost every region in Wale, playing a 

vital role to the culture, language, economy, and society of the areas in which they exist. 

 

The Welsh higher education system is regulated by the Higher Education Funding Council 

for Wales – HEFCW – an independent public body operating between Welsh Government 

and higher education institutions. HEFCW provides funding for higher education, teaching 

and research to help deliver Welsh Government priorities for higher education with wider 

societal and economic impacts. They regulate fee levels at higher education providers, assess 

the quality of higher education and scrutinise the performance of higher education providers 

and universities.  

 

Just like England, universities in Wales are largely autonomous, independent, and self- 

governing institutions and most are part funded by government. They are mostly able to 

devise and deliver their own learning and teaching agendas and courses. Irrespective of 

funding provided, higher education institutions in Wales must comply with HEFCW 

regulations and conditions including quality of education, capping the amount of fees that can 

be charged to certain students; and institutional access plans for how they will promote 

equality of opportunity for under-represented groups in higher education. Incompliance with 

HEFCW conditions can result in a reduction or withdrawal of funding. 

 

Students studying in Wales are expected to contribute to the cost of their education by paying 

fees. The Welsh government provides eligible students financial help through access to 

grants, loans and costs of living fund.  

 

Northern Ireland 

 

Higher education in Northern Ireland is the smallest in the UK. It is provided by two 

universities, two university colleges and the Open University. Higher education programmes 

are also delivered in six further education colleges. Student enrolments total 59,075 

headcounts (2.3% of the total UK student population), of which 52,595 students are 



 

 175 

registered with Ulster University and Queen’s University Belfast, most come from Northern 

Ireland (HESA 2019/20). 

 

 

It is recognised that Northern Ireland lacks sufficient higher education places within easy 

reach of students. In 1995, students domiciled in Northern Ireland and accepted for university 

entrance constituted 3.5 per cent of all accepted UK applicants, but Northern Ireland provides 

only 2.1 per cent of the university places, this figure has not changed much today and 

currently stands at 2.3% only. 

 

The Dearing report (1997) recommended that students in Northern Ireland will benefit from 

study in a different environment. However, students who study away do not do this from 

choice rather because of the limited number of places available in Norther Ireland 

Universities as well as the relatively high standard of entry to the limited of number of higher 

education institutions. In most cases, students obliged to study away from home will usually 

come from lower income groups, who can least afford the cost of their studies away. 

 

Unlike other parts of the UK, there is no funding council for higher education in Northern 

Ireland. The Department for the Economy fulfils the roles of both a government department 

and a funding council. The main role for the Department for the Economy is to formulate 

policy and govern funding to support education, research and related activities in the 

Northern Ireland higher education sector.  

 

The Department for Economy in Northern Ireland has 8 branches covering a wide range of 

responsibilities including student funding, widening participation and improve the quality of 

teaching and learning and ensure a positive student experience. The Department works with 

higher education institutions to ensure that there is a good financial practice and formulating 

and implementing policies relating to learning and teaching.  
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Appendix 2: Overview of the Twelve Strategy and Planning Units 

 

a. Strategy and Planning Office A 

 

Overview 

Strategy and Planning Office A belongs to a public research university located in London, 

England. The University has its roots dating back to the 17th century and today it is one of the 

largest higher education institutions in London with a student population of over 20,000 

headcount and total income of over £300 million, of which approximately one third comes 

from research grants and contracts. The university prides itself for the quality of its research 

and impact which is globally recognised. The university has over 20 academic departments 

scattered over three faculties offering a variety of subjects including English, Drama, 

Geography, History, Politics, Law, Linguistics, Medicine and Dentistry.  

 

As a leading UK university and one the 24 prestigious Russel Group of universities, 

University A has enjoyed a high position in the Research Assessment Exercise, The 

Guardian, Times Higher Education, and the Times Higher Education World University 

Rankings. The university is a member of the 1994 Group, the Association of Commonwealth 

Universities and Universities UK. 

 

Governance  

The governing framework at University A consists of three bodies: Council, Senate and 

Senior Executive Team. The Council, the governing body, is responsible for overseeing the 

strategic mission, direction, and affairs. Council delegates decision-making to several sub-

Committees, including Finance and Investment Committee, Audit and Risk Committee, 

Governance Committee and Remuneration Committee. Senate is mainly responsible for 

overseeing the University's academic activity, including academic standards, research, and 

comprises of several senior executive members as well as representatives from the Students’ 

Union, Heads of Schools, Deans of Research, and elected students and academic staff. The 

Senior Executive Team is as small group of university senior management members 

including the head of the institution and his/her deputies. They meet weekly to discuss short 

business activities as well as long-term future. The SET is also responsible for the 

development and implementation of the university’s Strategic Plan.  
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The Strategy and Planning Office  

Strategy and Planning Office A has a decent size Strategic Planning Office which consists of 

eleven members of staff, led by a well trusted and experienced Director who reports to the 

Chief Financial Officer. The prime responsibilities for the Strategic Planning office include 

Business Intelligence, statutory returns, planning process including student numbers 

planning, key performance indicators reporting and risk management. The Business 

Intelligence team is responsible for the production of dashboards that are related to the 

strategy and key performance indicators. They act as a kind of Centre of Excellence helping 

the BI teams around the university to develop their data manipulation and data visualisation 

presentation skills. The team is affiliated with the Higher Education Strategic Planning 

Association. With good understanding of both the internal and external environments, the 

team have a cross University role with specific focus on business intelligence, assurance, and 

risk management process. The Director is not a member of the Executive team but has access 

to the senior management team and strong communication with the professional and 

academic leadership across the university.  

 

b. Strategy and Planning Office B 

 

Overview  

Strategy and Planning Office B belongs to a public post-1992 university located in southeast 

England. It was founded as a teacher training college in 1960s in response to a national 

shortage of teachers. Fourteen years after its establishment, other non-teacher training 

degrees were launched. Currently, there are approximately 15000 student headcount the 

majority study full time. The university’s total income is approximately £120 millions 

including 10% coming from research and enterprise activities. The university employs 1700 

academic and professional staff and in 2018/19 the economic impact on the southeast region 

was £535 million and we helped create 5,757 additional jobs outside the University. 

 

The university has ambitious strategic aims for 2025, these are: high quality student 

experience, high quality and diverse academic portfolio particularly in STEM subjects, grow 

research volume and enhance research outputs and impact and finally, efficient management 

of resources to ensure the university is an inspiring place to work and study. There is an 

emphasises on the importance of research and enterprise as a core contributor in shaping the 
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university’s identity.  University A is involved in a diverse range of national and international 

partnerships, including several larger college groups. These partnerships are aimed at 

addressing skills needs and supporting social mobility locally and nationally. The university 

is structured over three faculties made up of over 18 schools and centres offering a variety of 

subjects including Teacher Training, Engineering and Information Technology, Medicine, 

Health and Social Care, Social Sciences. 

 

Governance  

The governing framework at University B is made up of two main bodies: Governing body 

and Senior Management Team. The governing body has the ultimate responsibility for the 

university affairs including the determination of the educational character and mission of the 

University and the oversight of its activities. The Governing Body comprises of 18 members 

and is made up of five committees based on its speciality and expertise, these include: The 

Chair’s Committee, Audit Committee, Finance and Resource Committee, Academic Board, 

and Remuneration Committee. The Academic Board is mainly responsible for overseeing the 

University's academic activity, including academic standards and research. The Senior 

Management Team is the Vice-Chancellor's executive team and comprises of a number of 

senior academic and professional directors who report directly to the Vice-Chancellor. They 

meet weekly to discuss day to day activities as well as long-term future including the 

development and implementation of the university’s Strategic Framework. 

 

The Strategy and Planning Office  

Strategy and Planning Office B has a relatively small size Planning Office which comprises 

of six members of full time and part time staff, led by an interim Head of Planning and 

Business Intelligence. It is worth mentioning that the university has been trying to recruit for 

the substantive permeant Head of planning role for two years.  The Head of Planning and 

Business Intelligence reports to the deputy director of a professional service, who reports to 

the director of that professional service who reports to the Deputy Vice Chancellor.  

 

The prime responsibilities for the Planning office include Business Intelligence, statutory 

returns, student numbers planning, key performance indicators reporting. The Business 

Intelligence team is responsible for the production of reports and dashboards to support daily 

operational activities as well as key performance indicators. There is no explicit 
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responsibility for risk management at functional or university level. University B has an 

institutional affiliation with the Higher Education Strategic Planning Association. 

 

Although the Planning and Business Intelligence team have a cross university role with 

specific focus on business intelligence and student number planning, however they don’t 

think that they understand the internal context nor the external environment well. The Interim 

Head of Planning and Business Intelligence attends operational and departmental meetings 

and present papers at the SMT but not a member of the MST group. However, their line 

manager’s line manager is a member of the Senior Management team.  

 

c. Strategy and Planning Office C 

 

Overview  

Strategy and Planning Office C belongs to a specialist college of Design which was initially 

established in the late 1950s through the merger of two academic schools in outer London. 

Since its establishment, the College sought for partnerships with awarding bodies and 

therefore went through several forms of engagements with institutions with awarding body 

powers including validation partnership, collaborative provision, and affiliation with other 

universities. It has recently gained the university status and can now award its own degrees. 

Currently, University C prides itself as an industry-focused higher education intuition with a 

campus in the city of London. With a strong links with its industry, the university is home for 

a small student population of under 3000 student headcount who study for undergraduate and 

postgraduate degrees as well as further education and professional industry focused short 

courses. Graduates in the subjects from University C are amongst the top 10 highest salaries 

in England. 

 

University C has four strategic aims these are a world-class, lifechanging learning experience 

to a diverse range of students, leading example for social mobility, inclusion, and equality of 

opportunity, provide greater opportunities for positive change in local communities and wider 

society and foster a collaborative and mutually beneficial relationship with industry partners. 

The university’s total income is under £30 millions, the majority of which come from 

students’ tuition and government funding 12%. 

 



 

 180 

Governance 

The governing framework at University C is made up of two main bodies: The Board of 

Governors and the Academic Leadership. The board of governors is responsible for 

determining the University’s educational character and mission as well as overseeing its 

activities including ensuring the efficient use of resources. The role of the fifteen Board of 

Governance members is to ensure compliance with the laws governing the university. They 

play a key role in its performance against its strategic plan and approve annual income and 

expenditure. The Academic Leadership team is made up of eight members who lead 

academic departments and programmes across the university including overseeing research, 

the curriculum, learning, teaching, and the student experience. 

 

The Strategy and Planning Office 

The Strategy and Planning Office C has a small size Planning and Analytics Office which 

comprises of six members and currently lead by an Interim Head of Planning. The Head of 

Planning and Analytics reports to the Director of Compliance who is a member of the 

Executive team.  

 

The prime responsibilities for the Planning and Analytics office include Business 

Intelligence, statutory returns, student numbers planning, key performance indicators 

reporting and a share responsibility for risk management. University B has an institutional 

affiliation with the Higher Education Strategic Planning Association. The Planning and 

Business Intelligence team play a key role across the university with good understanding of 

the internal context nor the external environment well. Although the Head of Planning and 

Analytics is not a member of the Executive team, however, due to the small size of the 

institution, they are regularly invited to present items at senior management meetings chaired 

by the vice chancellor.  

 

d. Strategy and Planning Office D 

 

Overview  

Strategy and Planning Office D belongs to a public research university located in Wales, with 

a long history back to the 19th century. Currently, it is one of the largest higher education 

institutions in Wales with a student population of over 30,000 student headcount, of which 
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one third study at postgraduate level. The university has a high annual turnover of over £500 

million, of which approximately one fifth comes from research grants and contracts. The 

university is a member of the Russel Group and prides itself for the high-quality research and 

impact which is highly ranked nationally (REF) and as well as globally recognised.  

University D is in the top quantile of all national league tables and amongst the top 200 

universities internationally. The college structure comprises of three main Colleges and 

underneath there are 24 schools and academic departments offering a variety of subjects in 

biomedical and life sciences, physical sciences and engineering and social sciences, 

huminites and arts.  

 

Governance  

The governing framework at University D is made up of four main bodies: Council, Senate, 

Court and Executive Board or Senior Management Team. The Council and governing body 

meets four times per year and has the ultimate authority of decision in all matters affecting 

the University. The Senate is University’s ultimate academic authority and is responsible for 

determining educational policy. The Court is a formal body represented by various 

stakeholders including constituencies. The main objective of the Court is to formally share 

information about the university affairs e.g. annual report and statement of accounts. Also, 

members of the Court can formally raise any issues they may have about the University. 

Finally, the senior management team, chaired by the head of the institution, is responsible 

for developing and implementing strategic and operational plans, policies and 

procedures, agreeing and setting budgets, and monitoring institutional performance 

operationally and financially. There are nineteen committees and sub-committees with 

delegated authority for making decisions on behalf of the Council or Senate e.g. Estate and 

Infrastructure sub-committee and Academic Standard Committee.  

 

The Strategy and Planning Office 

Strategy and Planning Office D has a well-resourced Strategic Planning Office which consists 

of twenty members of staff lead by an experienced Director who reports to the Chief 

Operating Officer. The larger than usual size of the Planning team is mainly to provide 

strategic analytical resources to support the intensive research activities of the University and 

ensure its leading ranking nationally and internationally. The main responsibilities of the 

Strategic Planning office are data analytics and support the Research Excellence Framework. 

The team oversee statutory returns and analyse the data before being returned for 
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performance, reputation and league tables ranking. Currently, the team is not responsible for 

the business planning or planning round, but the Director is planning on initiating a new 

process in the future. The Strategic Planning team is affiliated with the Higher Education 

Strategic Planning Association.  

 

With good understanding of external environments, the work of the Strategic Planning team 

at University D is more focused on supporting decision makers rather than driving or 

contributing towards the strategic planning process. The Director is an MBA graduate with 

strong experience in the field of planning and project management within higher education 

context. They are not a member of the Executive team but has regular one to one meeting 

with the vice chancellor every six weeks. They also have excellent relationship with the rest 

of the executive board members and the professional and academic leadership across the 

university.  

 

e. Strategy and Planning Office E 

 

Overview  

Strategy and Planning Office E belongs to a public research university based in London, 

which was founded in the late 19th century, however the university received its Royal Charter 

as a higher education provider in 1990. Currently, 30% of its 10,000 student population come 

from non-UK domiciles and 35% of the total student population study at postgraduate level. 

University E prides itself for the diverse community of international staff and students, which 

was a key success factor for being ranked amongst the top 50 universities for international 

students in the QS World University Rankings (2015/16). 

 

The university total annual revenue in 2019/20 was over £130 million, the majority of which 

come from tuition fees while only 4% income came from research contracts. However, the 

quality of research across all its academic departments was rated world-leading or 

internationally excellent for its impact and benefits to society, culture and the economy and 

reaching far beyond higher education.  
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The college structure comprises of twenty schools and academic departments specialising in a 

variety of subjects including the arts, humanities, social sciences, cultural studies, computing, 

law, teaching, social work, and business management.  

 

Governance  

The governing framework at University E comprises of three main bodies: Council, 

Academic Board, and the Senior Management Team. The Council is responsible for 

determining the overall strategic direction of the institution including overseeing performance 

and development, establishing the budgetary agenda, and appointing the head of the 

institutions and senior staff. The Council membership is made up of independent members, 

staff, and student representatives. The Academic Board is responsible for overseeing all 

university’s academic and research business and providing assurance to Council that the 

university is delivering its objectives and maintaining the highest provision. Both the Council 

and the Academic Board delegates their responsibilities to specialist committees and sub-

committees for focused scrutiny, support, and action. Finally, the Senior Management Team 

are responsible for overseeing the academic and administrative leadership of the University 

and each member is responsible for their areas of strategic or academic development. 

 

The Strategy and Planning Office 

The Strategy and Planning Office E has an established Strategic Planning and Projects Office 

which comprising of twelve members scattered over two teams namely: Strategic Planning 

Office and the Project Office. The Director of Strategic Planning and Projects at University E 

has been in position for over 4 years and reports to the University Registrar and Secretary. 

The main responsibilities of the Strategic Planning office include coordination of strategy 

development, statutory returns, reporting, planning rounds and student number planning. The 

Strategic Planning team is affiliated with the Higher Education Strategic Planning 

Association.  

 

With good understanding of both the internal and external environments, the Strategic 

Planning and Projects team is central to the development of the University’s strategic plan 

and direction. The Director has a master’s degree in Higher Education Management with 

relevant experience in the field of planning and project management within higher education 

context. They are not a member of the Senior Management team, but the Director is regularly 
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invited to attend senior management team meetings, which indicates that how central 

planning is to the university  

 

f. Strategy and Planning Office F 

 

Overview  

 

The Strategy and Planning Office F belongs to a public university in the Midlands, England. 

The university was initially founded as University College in the early 20th century and its 

higher education institution status by the Royal Carter in the 1950s. A good proportion (27%) 

of its 16,000 student body are international students and 70% study at undergraduate level 

mostly first degrees. The University is socially inclusive institution, that believe in fairer 

access to higher education in the UK.  With 75% of its staff research judged to be 

internationally excellent and with wide-ranging impacts on society, health, culture and the 

environment, University F ranked in the top 25 universities in the Times Higher Education 

REF Research Power rankings, combining world-class research, international impact, critical 

mass and sustainability.  

 

The university enjoys a healthy annual revenue of 326 million (2019/20), with only 53% 

come from tuition fees and 17% from research contracts. This leaves approximately 30% 

income from funding bodies and other income schemes. The University structure comprises 

of twenty schools and academic departments specialising in a variety of subjects including 

the arts, humanities, social sciences, cultural studies, computing, law, teaching, social work 

and business management.  

 

Governance 

The governing framework at University F is made up of five layers: Council, Senate, Court, 

Executive Board and Senior Leadership Team. The Council is the University's supreme 

governing body and responsible for making decisions on matters relating to the University's 

academic mission and strategic direction. Council members are responsible to ensure the 

University is being managed effectively and they also serve on a wide range of key 

University committees. The Senate is institution's principal academic board and authority, 

and the guardian of its academic integrity and standards. The Court is a formal body 
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represented by various stakeholders including constituencies. Court meetings are held 

annually where members receive a report from the head of the institution on key activities of 

over the previous year e.g. annual report and statement of accounts. The Executive Board is a 

small group of senior executives including the Vice Chancellor and their deputies and pro -

vice chancellors and chief officers of professional divisions. The Executive Board reports to 

the Council and meets weekly to steer and support the strategic direction of the University. 

Finally, the Senior Management Leadership is a wider group of senior budget holders and 

senior leaders who meet monthly to provide advice and guidance to the Executive Board on 

key strategies, initiatives, and projects.  

 

The Strategy and Planning Office 

Strategy and Planning Office F supports the university with the delivery of key management 

processes including develop and support strategic and operational planning, provide data and 

insight, business process improvement as well as managing strategic projects. In addition, 

their remit extents to the delivery of governance mechanisms to ensure statutory compliance 

and the coordination of the university risk management framework.   

 

The Strategic Planning and Performance team comprises of seven members scattered over 

four distinctive teams namely: Governance, Planning, Performance and Corporate Portfolio. 

The Director of Strategic Planning and Performance at University F has been in position for 

nearly two years and reports to the University Registrar and Secretary. The Strategic Planning 

and Performance team is affiliated with the Higher Education Strategic Planning Association.  

 

The Strategic Planning and Performance office is a player in supporting both the internal and 

external stakeholders ranging from coordinating work for the University Committee as well 

as dealing with finer details of data governance to assess impact on the university across the 

board. The Director has a bachelor’s degree in business information systems backed with 

extensive experience in the field of planning, policy and project management within higher 

education settings. Although they are not a member of the Senior Management team, but the 

Strategic Planning and Performance office is of high importance to University F. The 

Director has a regular one to one meeting with the head of the institution and regularly 

attends senior management and executive teams meetings.  

 

g. Strategy and Planning Office G 
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Overview 

Strategy and Planning Office G belongs to a young public research university in England has 

roots from late 19th century, however, it gained university status in 1992 after the merger of 

two campuses in the area. It currently has 17.000 students, including approximately 5,500 

international students from over 100 countries. It is spread across six campuses offering a 

variety of subjects including Nursing and Midwifery, business studies, electronic 

engineering, and telecommunications. The majority (79%) of its student population study at 

undergraduate level and about 70% of students are mature. As a young university, there is a 

small number of research students. The University joined the Research Excellence 

Framework (REF) in 2008 but has made a good contribution in the latest REF exercise in 

2014 with 50% of its research is considered world leading or internationally excellent. The 

university has a healthy income and financial status with strong cash surplus. Total annual 

revenue in 2019/20 was over £140 million, the majority of which come from tuition fees 

while under £4 million are from research contracts.  

 

The University structure comprises of three main faculties and a large business school which 

offers postgraduate and undergraduate degrees in business and management. Under the three 

faculties there are twelve academic schools and departments and a number of research 

institutions offering subjects including business studies, teacher training and sports science, 

applied social sciences and health education, and finally arts, technology and social sciences.  

 

Governance  

The governing framework at University G is made up of three main structures: Board of 

Governors, Academic Board and the Vice Chancellor Executive Group. The Board of 

Governors is the University's governing body, which ensures compliance with the statutes 

and provisions regulating the University and takes final decisions on all matters of 

fundamental concern to the institution. Reporting to the Board of Governors and the Vice 

Chancellor, the Academic Board is responsible for the oversight and regulation of all 

academic activities including the maintenance of academic standard of awards and enhancing 

the quality of educational provision.  Both the Academic Board and the Board of Governance 

have delegated authority to several committees. The Vice Chancellor Executive Group is a 

small group of senior executives who meet regularly to steer and support the strategic 

direction of the University.  
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The strategy and Planning Office 

Strategy and Planning Office G supports various strands of the University’s planning 

processes, from visioning and forecasting to implementation and evaluation. This includes 

the delivery of strategic and operational planning, data and insight oversight of statutory 

returns, administrative support to governing bodies as well as the coordination of risk 

management framework.   

 

The Strategic Planning and Insight at University G is a very small team and under resourced. 

The team comprises of four members and broadly dependent on the support from other 

functions for basic duties. The Director of Strategic Planning and Insight at University G has 

been in position for nearly four years and reports to the University Registrar and Secretary. 

The Strategic Planning and Insight team is affiliated with the Higher Education Strategic 

Planning Association.  

 

Due to lack of resources, the team’s remit has been limited to primarily providing support and 

management information to the VC Executive Group. The Director does not sit at the VC 

Executive Group, but they are well trusted by the VC and the Senior staff and usually invited 

to attend senior meetings including presenting to the Board of Governors or Academic Board. 

The director has an undergraduate degree and a solid experience as a planner within 

universities.  

 

h. Strategy and Planning Office H 

 

Overview 

Strategy and Planning Office H belongs to a public research university located in Southeast 

England. The University received its Royal Charter in 1960s and was a founding member of 

the 1994 Group of research-intensive universities. The university enjoys a reputation for 

innovation and inspiration and attracts leading thinkers and researchers from all over the 

world. Almost 30% of the university’s staff are from outside the United Kingdom 

representing 100 countries. The University enrols approximately 20,000 students of which 

around a quarter are study postgraduate programmes and a quarter are overseas students. 
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As a leading research institution in the UK, the university features highly in national and 

international league tables. The 2104 REF assessment indicates that over 75% of the 

university’s research activity is classified as world leading or internationally excellent in 

terms of originality, significance and rigour, particularly for research in psychology and 

geography subjects.  

 

Despite the disruption of Covid-19, the University Laintains a healthy annual income for 

2019–20 of approximately £320million with a total surplus of £38m. The increase in students 

number in 2019/20 resulted in a 4% growth in the tuition fees income making up 62% of total 

income. Research contract income and funding body income represent approximately 12% 

and 9% respectively.   

 

University H’s academic structure comprises of ten schools and under each school there are 

several specialist academic departments. Amongst the subjects taught: business studies, social 

studies, engineering and informatics, life sciences, medicine, law, politics and sociology, 

mathematics, arts, global studies and psychology. 

 

Governance 

Decisions are made at University H through a formal structure which comprises of four 

layers: The Council, Senate, University Executive Group and Senior Leadership Team. The 

Council is the university’s governing body and is responsible for setting the general strategic 

direction of the institution including proper accountability, the management of its finances, 

property and investments and the general business of the University. The Senate is 

responsible for the university’s academic standards and the direction and regulation of 

academic matters. This also includes directing and regulating teaching and examination, 

promoting research, authorising the award or annulment of degree and regulating admissions 

and the discipline of students. Senate report to Council on any academic matter or any matter 

referred to Senate by Council. The University Executive Group is a small team of senior 

university executives who meets weekly to oversee the day-to-day university business, e.g. 

driving strategic institutional business. Finally, the University Leadership Team is a wider 

University Management group that meets every two weeks and made up of senior academics 

such as deans and head of schools as well as directors of professional services functions. The 

group meets every two weeks to share information, discuss and make decisions to ensure that 

we deliver institutional strategy.  
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The Strategy and Planning Office 

Strategy and Planning Office at University H comprises of three main teams these are 

Planning Governance, Information Management and Compliance. The Planning, Governance 

and Compliance office combines the university’s strategic planning with corporate 

governance activity. The team’s main responsibilities include supporting the university's 

senior management in the delivery of strategic priorities, management of the annual planning 

process and resource allocation, liaison with the external agencies and funding council, the 

administration of the business of the university's governing body, records management and 

data protection and health and safety. 

 

The Planning office at university H is led by the Head of Planning and includes eleven team 

members to support planning round, resource allocations and academic planning, 

management information and external reporting. The Head of Planning has been in position 

for nearly four years and reports to the Director of Planning, Governance and Compliance 

who reports to the university’s Chief Operating Officer. The Planning team has an 

institutional affiliation with the Higher Education Strategic Planning Association. Currently, 

the general feeling is that the planning team not well trusted with the institutional data. 

However, recently the work of the Planning team is more focused on engaging with the 

external environment but has recently started to become more closer to the rest of the 

organisation particularly senior academics and aspire to build strategic planning partnership 

with the University’s academic and professional functions in the future.   

 

Neither the Head of Planning nor the Director of Planning, Governance and Compliance sit at 

the University Executive Group. The Director of Planning, Governance and Compliance is a 

member of the Senior Leadership Team. The Head of Planning has an undergraduate degree 

in Engineering and long experience in sectors other than higher education.  

 

i. Strategy and Planning Office I 

 

Overview  

Strategy and Planning Office belongs to a public research university in London, England, 

which was established as a university when two former London Polytechnics merged in 2002, 
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however the university’s roots go back to the 19th century. The University’s strategic goal is 

to make a significant social change to students and staff lives as well as local communities, 

which the university aims to achieved by giving students the skills and opportunities to 

transform their lives and careers as well as meeting the needs of the London labour market. 

 

Currently, the university’s student population was 10,390 students in 2019–20, most of the 

which study full-time and at undergraduate level (80%). Approximately 20% of the students 

are enrolled on to postgraduate taught programmes while less than 1.5% are enrolled at 

postgraduate research programmes. The university’s financial statement in 2019/20 showed 

an operational deficit. The total income was £95 million while the total expenditure was £103 

million. However, the university has a healthy cash reserve of over £50 million. The income 

is predominantly driven by tuition fees in 2019/20, with 83% of income from this source, 

which reflects an increase of mainly home full-time undergraduate students studying at the 

university. 

 

Governance 

The University's academic structure is made up of six schools, where courses are aligned to 

one of these schools. The School of Art, Architecture and Design at University I is 

internationally recognised for high quality teaching, excellent facilities, and unique 

opportunities. Other schools offer programmes with specialities in law, social sciences, 

business studies, computing, and media. 

 

The University structures itself to ensure proper governance and that it has effective strategic 

leadership and executive management in the realisation of its mission. Decisions are made at 

University I through a formal structure which comprises of four main areas: The Board of 

Governors, the Academic Board and two executive committees namely: the Senior 

Leadership Team and the Senior Management Team. The Board of Governors is the 

university’s governing body with the supreme authority determining the educational character 

and mission of the University, for stewardship of its resources and for oversight of its 

activities. The Board is also responsible for the University’s compliance with the Office for 

Students and their regulatory framework for Higher Education in England. The Academic 

Board is responsible for the university’s academic standards and the direction and regulation 

of academic matters. The Senior Leadership Team comprises of a small group of senior 

university officers who meet fortnightly to advise the head of the institution on the exercise 
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of the functions and responsibilities delegated to them by the Board of Governors. The senior 

management team is a wider management committee which reports to the senior leadership 

team and brings together the senior academic and professional services management of the 

University. The team meets weekly and to safeguards a common understanding and 

engagement over the implementation of the University’s strategic plan and those plans and 

strategies approved by the Board of Governors to ensure the sustainability of the University.  

 

Strategy and Planning Office 

 

University I has a small size Planning Office which comprises of five members of full time 

and lead by a Head of Academic Planning. The Head of Academic Planning reports to the 

Chief Finance Officer, who reports to the head of the institution namely the Vice-Chancellor. 

The prime responsibilities for the Planning office include student number planning and 

budget forecasting, oversight of the statutory returns, management information with shared 

responsibility with Information Technology department over Business Intelligence function, 

and key performance indicators reporting. The team is under-resourced with manpower and 

technical resources, e.g. business intelligence reporting tool.  

 

The team’s location within the directorate of finance meant that a key team responsibility is 

to support the budget planning, however the team also have a cross university role where they 

also support key academic functions such as access and participation plan and student 

surveys. University I have an institutional affiliation with the Higher Education Strategic 

Planning Association. The Head of Planning and Business Intelligence attends several 

operational and departmental meetings and present papers at the senior leadership team but 

not a member of any of the senior teams.  

 

j. Strategy and Planning Office J 

 

Overview 

Strategy and Planning Office J belongs to a public research university located in London, 

England, which was founded in the late 19th century. Since its opening until recently, the 

university awarded degree programmes under the auspices of another university. The 

University started awarding its own degrees in its own name in 2008. The university is 
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consistently ranked amongst top higher education institutions nationally and internationally. 

The university has more than 12,000 students, of whom almost 68% come from outside the 

UK representing over one hundred and fifty-five nationalities making it one of the highest 

percentage of international students of all world universities. The percentage of students 

studying at postgraduate programmes including research is 57% while 43% study at 

undergraduate level.  

 

The 2019-20 annual report shows a healthy income of £420 million. Key sources of income 

are tuition fees 54%, funding council grants 6.6%, donations and endowments 14% and 8% 

was from research contracts and grants. With a reputation for its quality research, the 

university is a member of the Russel Group of Universities and a home for several research 

centres. In the 2014 Research Excellence Framework, University J’ Government and 

International Relations unit of assessment ranked first in the UK for the percentage of it 

research graded world-leading. 

 

Governance 

The University is organised into 25 academic departments and institutes which conduct 

teaching and research across a range of pure and applied social sciences. The university is a 

member of the Russell Group and other European and international. 

 

The university’s governance is structured over three main areas: The Council, Court of 

Governors and the Academic Board. The Council is the governing body of University J and it 

has ultimate authority for the educational character and mission. The Council has specific 

responsibilities in relation to areas including the approval of the university’s strategy, the 

monitoring of institutional performance, finance, and financial sustainability.  

 

The academic board is University J’s principal academic body, which is supported by its own 

structure of committees. The board delegates specific responsibilities to its sub-committees to 

ensure that the academic board can fulfil its academic governance and compliance role 

effectively. The academic board considers all major issues of general policy affecting the 

academic life of the university and its development. It is chaired by the head of the university, 

with staff and student membership. The academic board provide termly reports to the council.   
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The head of the institution is the chief executive officer, supported a deputy who oversees the 

academic departments and three other executives to oversee teaching and learning, research 

and planning and resources. The head of the institution reports and is accountable to the 

council as well as to the office for students  

 

Strategy and Planning Office 

The Strategy and Planning Office at University J has responsibility for leading and 

coordinating planning processes across the institution and aim to provide advice, support and 

information to enable senior management to take decisions that are in the best interests for 

the future of the university. 

 

The office is structured over two teams (Planning and Management Information) to fulfil 

several objectives across several areas including academic planning and policy, management 

information and data quality, resource planning and the coordination of the strategic planning 

process. The Division is led by a Director of Planning and directly reports the Pro-director for 

planning and resources. There are two heads (Head of Planning and Head of Management 

Information) reporting directly to the Director of Planning and in total there are ten people 

working in the planning division.  

 

The role of the Planning division is focused on providing support and information to decision 

makers. Unlike young and low ranked institutions in the UK, University J is highly ranked in 

the UK and Internationally for its quality teaching, research and student experience. 

Therefore, the Planning division’s work is less focused on the external environment e.g. 

league tables, and more dedicated towards supporting internal stakeholders and senior staff 

with information. 

 

k. Strategy and Planning Office K 

 

Overview  

Strategy and Planning Office belongs to a public multidisciplinary research 

university in Scotland, founded as a university in the 19th Century but has its roots back to 

the 15th century making it one of the world’s oldest English-speaking universities. The 
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university is constantly ranked amongst top higher education institutions in the UK as well as 

globally.  

 

The university has two main campuses and a branch in the Middle east. The UK campuses 

house a range of academic disciplines and schools including the school of medicine and 

dentistry and the school of medical sciences, making it one of Europe’s largest health 

campuses. There are approximately 15,000 students from undergraduate to doctoral level 

(2019/20 – HESA), of whom almost 33% are international students and 66% study 

undergraduate programmes.  

 

The annual income of the institution for 2019–20 was approximately £238 millions of which 

20% was from research grants and contracts, 33% from funding council grants and 31% from 

tuition fees. As the Scottish funding council subsides all tuition fees for Scottish domiciled 

students, the key source of the £72 million in tuition fee income is mainly derived from 

international students’ fees.  

 

Governance 

The University is divided into twelve academic schools which are organised within a broad 

range of disciplines, including but not limited to: business studies, arts and social sciences, 

medicine and life sciences, physical sciences, and engineering. The university pride itself for 

the numerous multidisciplinary research centres and institutes, which bring together experts 

in their fields and work collaboratively with colleagues nationally and internationally to 

address current social and economic issues. 

 

The university's structure of governance is largely regulated by the Universities (Scotland) 

Acts of 1858. This gives the university a three-way constitution comprising the General 

Council of senior academics and graduates, the University Court which has corporate and 

legal responsibilities, and the Academic Senate which is responsible for the regulation and 

superintendence of teaching and the promotion of research.  

 

The General Council is held twice a year and is chaired by the Chancellor a largely 

ceremonial position. The University Court is chaired by the Rector, who is elected by the 

students to serve a three-year term of office. The chief executive of the university is 

its principal and vice chancellor who also acts as chair of the Academic Senate. 
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Strategy and Planning Office 

The Strategy and Planning Office at University K has a broad remit covering the oversight of 

the strategic plan including the managing the university’s strategic planning process, 

performance monitoring, dealing with the Scottish Funding Council, the production and 

administration of business intelligence and risk management. The directorate’s duties are 

fulfilled by nine members, but there are plans to recruit more people to meeting the 

increasing demands for information driven by senior management the sector as a whole. 

 

The directorate is led by an experience Director of Planning who has been in position over 6 

years but has been working at University K since 2009. The director of planning reports 

directly to the Chief Operating Officer and Secretary who is a member of the University 

Management Team and reports directly to the head of the institution.  

 

The directorate has a very clear responsibility and visible role in developing the university’s 

latest strategic plan including their role in the business planning process which involved 

liaison with all directorates and academic schools to finalise plans. The team play a prime 

role in supporting the development and implementation of the strategic plan. The team serve 

a coordinating role both internally and externally for example the manage the relationship 

with the Scottish Funding Council and the league tables. 

 

l. Strategy and Planning Office L 

 

Overview  

Strategy and Planning Office L belongs to a public university in Wales, which was funded 

recently following the merger of two universities in Wales, which have roots back to the mid 

19th century and early 20th century. The university has a strong partnership network 

including partner colleges, universities, further education institutions or organisations, who 

deliver the University’s higher education programmes nationally and internationally. 

 

The university has three main campuses in Wales and one in the middle east. There are three 

faculties offering a range of academic disciplines and schools including film, drama and 

music, engineering and computing, and life sciences and education. There are approximately 
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23,000 students from undergraduate to doctoral level (2019/20 – HESA), of whom almost 

77% study at undergraduate programmes and 23% at postgraduate programmes the majority 

are taught master’s degrees. The international student body represent 14% of the total student 

population.   

 

2019/20 annual income was approximately £200 millions the majority of which 69% was 

from tuition fees, 14% from funding council grants and 4% from research grants and 

contracts.  

 

Governance 

The University’s academic structure comprises of three faculties and underneath there are ten 

schools which are organised within a broad range of disciplines, including: business studies, 

computing and mathematics, production and performance, education studies, and health and 

sports studies.  

 

The university has a tripartite constitution comprising of the Board of Governors, The 

University Executive and Senior Management Team and the Academic Board. The Board of 

Governors meets four times a year and carries the overall responsibility for ensuring there is a 

sound system of risk management, control and governance. The university’s executive is the 

senior management team and led by the Vice-chancellor. They are responsible for developing 

and delivering strategic plans, agreeing policies and procedures, setting budgets, and 

monitoring financial and operational performance. The Academic Board is accountable to the 

Vice-chancellor and the Board of Governors and responsible for the issues relating to the 

research, learning and teaching, academic procedures, curriculum development and 

maintaining quality and standards of the learning and teaching process.  

 

Strategy and Planning Office 

The remit of the Strategy and Planning Office at University L covers the oversight of 

statutory returns for external reporting purposes, support the executive team in the 

development and monitoring of the strategic plan, student number planning and fee and 

access planning, public affairs, liaison with the Welsh funding council and finally the 

responsibility for business intelligence. The Planning and Performance team works closely 

with the Governance office to ensure that risks are aligned to critical success factors.  
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The directorate is led by an experienced Director of Planning and Performance who has been 

in position over six years. The director of planning reports directly to the Chief Operating 

Officer who is a member of the University Executive team and reports directly to the Vice-

chancellor. Currently, the Planning and Performance office has two main teams responsible 

for two areas namely: Policy and Planning. In total there are 11 members of staff for both 

teams including the director, however, the planning team has only 2 members to support both 

the internal and external duties.  

 

The Planning and Performance Director has a very solid relationship with the executive team, 

putting them at the heart of those strategic conversations and initiatives. The Planning and 

Performance team at University L is works in both the external and internal spheres. For 

example, business intelligence reports always take into consideration the sector performance 

and benchmark. the sector intelligence into the institution to work out the impact on the 

institution. The team also work closely with their internal stakeholders such as curriculum 

development and student number planning. However, the director believes that planning 

teams need to be more proactive by taking sector intelligence for a specific subject and 

compare that with the institution’s performance for that subject.   
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Appendix 3: Interview Questions 

September 2020 – May 2021 

a. Strategy and Planning Managers Questions  
 

Introductions and opening questions 

 

1. What is your official job title, and how long have you been in the role and what was 

your previous role?  

 

2. What is your department’s title, and do you manage other teams in addition to Strategy 

and Planning teams (SPO)? If so, can you name these teams? e.g., projects, 

governance, finance etc…  

 

3. If participant has min 5 years’ experience in HE Planning. Have you noticed a major 

change/shift in the roles and responsibilities of SPO in the last 5 – 10 years? If so, 

what were these changes and what were the drivers? e.g. size of the team, skills set 

required, technology, location and reporting lines) 

 

Role/Responsibilities 

 

4. What are the prime responsibilities of the Planning unit (up to 5)? Probe about: KPI, 

External competitor analysis/benchmarking, Student intake target setting/modelling, 

Business planning/Planning round, Statutory returns, Horizon scanning/interpreting 

impact of HE policy, Risk management, Decision support through reporting, Strategy 

formation, Market research/surveys. 

 

5. Do you coordinate major functions across the whole university, what are these? E.g., 

Student Number Planning, Planning Cycle, statutory returns etc…  

 

6. Would you say that the planning team at your institution and why?: 

 

• Understands the internal environment at all levels across the organization 

(Academic affairs, finance, registry), but less knowledge of the external 

environment. 

Or  

• Serves in the centre of important communication networks between SMT, senior 

academics and professional services, academic staff, and students as well as the 

external environment. 

 

• Both or Neither  

 

 

7. In your opinion, is the Planning Unit’s role central to drive the strategic planning 

process at your institution or is it limited to providing support services to decision 

makers, and how? 

 

Resources and support 
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8. What is your highest educational qualification? Is the subject of your qualification 

related to Strategy and Planning? 

 

9. How many people are employed in the planning unit? 

 

10. How would you describe the current level of resources (staff and technology) within 

the Planning Unit? Probe: is it sufficient to meet internal and external demands 

including responding to the changes in the HE environment? 

 

11. What strategy and planning related training opportunities are available to you and to 

your team? How would you rate the training in terms of relevancy to help you do your 

role better? 

 

12. Are you/your team members affiliated with any professional association/body that 

represents Planners in the UK HE sector? What are the benefits of such membership?  

 

Location/Influence 

 

The location of a team/unit in an organisational structure, could influence their role and 

degree of involvement in the strategic planning process. For example, if they report directly 

to a member of the executives or reporting to support functions such as Finance or Academic 

Administration 

 

13. Who do you report to / what is their job title? 

 

14. How often do you meet with head of the institution; what are the topics do usually talk 

about? 

 

15. What strategic planning activities are you involved in and what is your role? e.g., 

strategy development, policy development, environmental analysis, horizon scanning, 

financial sustainability and scenario planning? Probe: Do you attend senior strategy 

meetings, executives’ meetings and strategy away days? If so, how would you describe 

your role? 

 

16. In what way does the current organisational location of the planning unit, present any 

constraints or opportunities for your involvement in the strategic planning process?  

 

17. In your opinion, do you think that the current organisational location of the planning 

unit is best placed to ensure optimal involvement in the strategic planning process? If 

not, where would be the most effective organisation location for the Planning unit? 

options: Under VC, DVC, COO, Academic Administration, Finance 

 

Risk Management 

 

This unfortunate pandemic has given a real opportunity to examine its consequences for 

institutions, not least as it changes strategic planning functions and priorities. Strategic 

planning for resilience is bound to leap up the agenda. 
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18. How would you describe your role in managing strategic risks at your institution? e.g., 

the development and coordination of risk management practices, risk register, risk 

appetite, heat maps. Would you say your role is prime, shared, contributory or remote? 

 

19. What do you regard as the major changes for your operations following the disruptions 

of Covid19? Would you say that the planning unit will play a greater or lesser role in 

managing strategic risks post Covid19 and why?  

 

20. Would you say that the SPO at your institution was equipped with resources, skills and 

technology to cope with uncertainties such as Covid19? What was the Planning unit’s 

role in the university’s response to Covid19 pandemic?  

 

21. Is there anything else you would like to add? 
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b. Executive / Senior Management Interview Questions. 

 

Introductory Question 

 

1. What is your official job title, how long have you been in this position?  

 

Interactions with Planning Unit 

 

2. How often do you deal with the Planning Unit and what services do they offer you?  

 

3. Are there any other teams, other than the Planning unit, that provide you with 

strategic planning services at your institution? If so, can you name these teams? 

 

Resources & support 

 

4. Based on your experience dealing with the planning unit, are you kept up to date with 

the latest changes in the sector e.g., regularly receive analysis, reports, scenario 

planning etc… to help you make timely decisions?    

 

Roles and Responsibility 

 

5. In your opinion, what role do you expect the Planning unit to play in the strategic 

planning process at your institution?   

 

6. Is the Director of Planning involved in strategy formation, strategy 

meetings/committees and strategy away days?  

 

7. Is the role of Planning Unit at CCCU central to drive the strategic planning process or 

simply limited to providing support services to decision makers, why? 

 

Location/Influence 

 

8. In your opinion, do you think that the current organisational location of the planning 

unit is best placed to ensure optimal involvement in the strategic planning process? If 

not, where do you think is the most effective location? 

 

Risk Management 

 

9. What have been the major changes for your operations following the disruptions of 

Covid19, do you see enhancements to the risk side of your operations?  

 

10. In your opinion, what role can the Planning unit play in managing strategic risks and 

building resilience post covid19? Do you think they will have a greater or lesser role 

in managing strategic risk post Covid19? 

 

11. Is there anything else you would like to add? 
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