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WHY ARE 

UNIVERSITIES TRYING 

TO CHANGE?
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WHY ARE WE TRYING TO CHANGE?

The world is 

changing

• Expectations of 

students

• Opportunities 

offered by 

technology

• Competition 

between 

universities and 

with other 

providers of 

teaching and 

research 

• New forms of 

collaboration

Universities 

must respond 

and lead

• New definitions 

of success for 

teaching and 

research

• New ambitions

• New relevance 

to society

• New drive for 

efficiency

The way 

universities 

are 

constructed 

suits the old 

world not the 

new world

• Old operating 

models

• Old processes

• Old technology

• Old ways of 

working

So, universities 

need to transform

• Operating models

• Organisation designs

• Processes

• Estate and facilities

• Technology solutions

• People management

• Partnerships

while keeping their 

focus on academic 

excellence and on 

what makes 

universities special 
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JOHN F. KENNEDY

“Change is the law of life. And 

those who look only to the past 

or present are certain to miss 

the future.”
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WHAT MAKES 

CHANGE HARD?
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WOODROW WILSON

“If you want to make enemies, try 

to change something.”
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Change is hard in any organisation

• Change has to be specified, designed, implemented and made to stick

• Change can create uncertainty and opposition

• It’s often done badly – with poor results

And universities have some special characteristics:

• Academic freedom is at the heart of what makes a university special

• Often limited history of change – mostly slow!

WHY IS IT HARD?

The very purpose of a University is create and disseminate new 

knowledge – creating change in what we know

And yet achieving change to the way a university works is often very 

challenging to achieve
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NICCOLO MACHIAVELLI

“There is nothing more difficult to 

take in hand, more perilous to 

conduct, or more uncertain in its 

success, than to take the lead in 

the introduction of a new order 

of things.”
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SOME KEY LESSONS 

TO LEARN ABOUT 

MAKING CHANGE IN 

UNIVERSITIES
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KEY LEARNINGS



11© PA Knowledge Limited

• Make the case for change

• Then, make the case for change

• Then, make the case for change…

• Senior academic leaders must tell a story grounded in 

the university’s strategy

• Bring the change TO LIFE!

• Embrace the doubters

TELL EVERYONE WHY
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JACK WELSH

“Change before you have to.”
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• You can’t get there in one leap

• Break up the journey into “Transition States” to define 

interim positions – with benefits (academic, service, 

financial) attached to each

• Sort out the enablers and pain points – sequencing

• Make a start – pace and momentum are all!

CHANGE IS A JOURNEY
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TRANSITION STATES: DEFINING THE STEPS ON 

THE PATH TO A NEW REALITY

Interim State

Interim State

Interim State

Increased Capability

DELIVERY CAPACITY

Increased Capability

Increased Capability

Establish a 

roadmap of 

transition 

states that 

deliver benefits 

to students and 

staff

Combine multiple 

technology 

releases into 

single, bundled 

capability releases

Make use of 

all available 

data to drive 

decision 

making and 

adjust the 

roadmap as 

required

Embed incentives to ensure 

early adopters are motivated to 

change - such as addressing 

reward mechanisms 
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BE COURAGEOUS

• Consider the implications of change carefully, but 

make decisions quickly

• Have a genuine dialogue – listen as well as talk

• Don’t claim to have all the answers – clarity will 

develop over time. The Transition States should 

provide interim points of clarity
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WILLIAM ARTHUR WARD

“The pessimist complains about 

the wind; the optimist expects it 

to change; the realist adjusts the 

sails.”
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RELEASE PEOPLE’S DESIRE TO BE MORE 

EFFICIENT AND EFFECTIVE

• Establish change leaders across the centre, faculties 

and departments

• Enable leaders to lead – give them the capability and 

the tools 

• Be authentic – this is a University not a business so 

treat it as such!
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PETER SENGE

“People don’t resist change. 

They resist being changed!”
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ONLY IF CHANGE STICKS IS IT WORTHWHILE

• Be true to the vision, but be willing to learn lessons as 

you go

• Don’t declare victory too soon – until you’ve made it 

stick, you haven’t finished

• Stay ahead of the game – become a nimble and 

continuously improving institution
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UNKNOWN

“If you always do what you’ve 

always done, you’ll always get 

what you’ve always got.”
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We define success as achieving exceptional 

results that have a lasting positive impact on 

our university clients.

We work with universities to help them 

transform what they do and how they operate 

– bringing capability in strategy, process and 

operations, business design, people 

management, technology implementation and 

data analysis.

Our clients choose us because we challenge 

convention to find the solutions that really work 

in practice, and because we understand how 

to work with the grain of higher education 

culture to make solutions stick.

PA. Make the Difference.

PA IS THE LEADING 

ADVISER TO 

UNIVERSITIES

Paul Woodgates

Partner

Head of Services to the Education Sector

PA Consulting Group

paul.woodgates@paconsulting.com

+44 207 881 3597

paconsulting.com/education
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We are experts in consumer, defence and security, energy 

and utilities, financial services, government, healthcare, life 

sciences, manufacturing, and transport, travel and logistics.

Our deep industry knowledge together with skills in 

management consulting, technology and innovation allows us 

to challenge conventional thinking and deliver exceptional 

results that have a lasting impact on businesses, governments 

and communities worldwide.

Our clients choose us because we challenge convention 

to find the solutions that really work in practice, not just 

on paper. Then we roll up our sleeves and get the job done. 
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