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Introduction

It is often acknowledged amongst the higher education 

sector that institutions can be somewhat resistant to 

change. 

Fear of the unknown, reliance on the institution’s history, 

and a lack of belief in the importance of change are all 

barriers that can make some universities more rigid and 

less responsive to changes.

Institutions that are not willing to take risks or make 

deliberate attempts to update or improve their processes 

may lag behind in meeting the evolving needs of their staff 

and students. 

This white paper will delve into these issues and provide 

information on:

 � How to encourage a culture of change at your institution

 � Why it is important to do so

 � And the reasons some change initiatives may struggle

This white paper elaborates on how your academic 

institution can implement and nurture a culture of change 

throughout its operations. 
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The cultural shift needed 
 

There are many reasons why universities today are often discouraged from making positive changes to the way they 

function. 

When implementing a change, universities are dealing with the individual interests of multiple stakeholders, navigating 

a lengthy process of deliberating with large committees, and carefully examining the potential effects on brand image. 

Equally, while new and updated processes might be desired within an institution, the easier to implement option will 

always be to continue to work as usual; regardless of whether the current processes are acknowledged as being outdated. 

It could be difficult for academics or students to visualize positive end results when there’s the potential for significant 

upheaval and uncertainty in the journey towards this goal.

Karen Gross, former senior policy advisor for the US Department of Education, summarizes this resistance, explaining 

how “change upsets us and threatens our sense of stability.”

However, if this resistance to change is not addressed, the institution is likely to experience negative knock-on effects.

From an administrative standpoint, a university with a traditional approach to tasks, such as processing student 

applications and conducting job interviews, is more likely to make human errors and spend longer reaching their goals. 

Continuously reviewing university processes will ensure they remain efficient, timely, and cost effective, which will help 

to reassure prospective staff and students that your institution is a professional environment.

Along with having efficient operations, being innovative and forward thinking can also be a huge factor in helping to 

attract promising talent to your institution.

However, in order to do so, the institution must be open to change, observing and adapting to the dynamic world 

around it.

It is equally important for university leaders to keep up to date with the rapid changes and research in higher education 

teaching and learning and be willing to apply this in the institution.

The recent drive in online and blended learning at universities is an example of how higher education is successfully 

responding to advancing technologies, and to changes in the environment. 

During the coronavirus crisis, virtual learning environments (VLEs) have played a crucial role in keeping higher education 

institutions operational, and university staff have had to adopt online learning at a much faster rate than was expected.  

The University of Edinburgh’s VLE was originally established “to support face-to-face teaching, blended learning, and 

fully online courses.”

https://www.aspeninstitute.org/blog-posts/lets-think-differently-about-change-to-understand-why-its-so-difficult/
https://www.ed.ac.uk/information-services/learning-technology/virtual-environments
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The university’s VLE is constantly being improved to meet the needs of its students, and in the last few years the university 

has been exploring learning analytics as a means of tailoring its teaching to meet each student’s needs. 

This shift towards virtual learning and learning analytics at the University of Edinburgh, even before the pandemic, 

shows the university’s proactivity in embracing change and adopting new processes.  

This attitude is particularly important in the competitive market of higher education, as students may gravitate towards 

institutions that are more proactive and innovative. 

Creating an environment that encourages critical and creative thinking amongst staff and students will allow a university 

to gain insight into areas that may need improving. 

A great way of doing so is to ask students and staff for feedback via an anonymous platform on a regular basis.

However, while the benefits of critical thinking are clear, there is a lot to consider before any changes can be implemented 

at a university.

A detailed change management plan will help reduce the level of disruption and minimize potential loss to your institution 

during the journey.
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Carrying out a stakeholder mapping exercise 
 

After the change scope is identified, it is important to consider who will be directly affected or instrumental in 

implementation. In other words, who will be affected by the proposed changes within the institution.

Universities have many stakeholders and it’s important that the effect to each individual or group as a result of this 

change is carefully reviewed.

Potential stakeholders for the institution include:

 � University senior management

 � Faculty/teaching staff

 � Non-teaching staff 

 � Students

 � Alumni

 � Collaborative partners 

 � Public authorities

 � Businesses 

Speaking to each stakeholder regarding potential changes to the institution will give them the opportunity to provide 

feedback from their personal position. 

Understandably, most stakeholders will be passionate about the university they work for and will want to provide a level 

of consent for each change that might occur. 

Students are likely to be the most in favor of change, as the effect of this will generally mean an improvement in their 

learning or living experience at university. However, it is important they see the benefit of this change as an improvement 

rather than taking away something they find valuable. 

Similar resistance might arise from alumni who can sometimes struggle to accept the need for change to the institution 

‘as they knew it.'

There may also be some faculty members who will resist the need to involve non-teaching staff and some members of 

senior management in changes related to education.

While it is difficult to ensure everyone will benefit in equal standing from an institutional change, at this stage, it is about 

managing diverging perceptions and agendas in the best way possible.
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Once any adjustments have been made to address feedback, the team dealing with the change can now action it, 

reassured that the interests of each stakeholder have been considered, as much as possible, within the wider picture.

Going further, effective communication would be instrumental in ensuring each stakeholder is kept informed throughout 

the process. Communication needs to be dynamic and responsive to developments in the situation and to feedback.

During the coronavirus crisis, it may be more difficult for the institution to connect with its stakeholders in the usual 

way, but alternative methods need to be considered. 

Communication efforts need to be extended to ensure the crisis does not thwart maintaining regular contact with 

stakeholders, utilizing online video conferencing platforms to update them on progress where possible.
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Conducting a thorough brand evaluation

A key factor to consider when making changes to an institution is the potential affect it might have on brand image. 

The risk with any major change is that perceptions about the university will be affected, and unless this is a deliberate 

and positive move, this needs careful consideration and treatment. 

While many members of the university will agree with the rationale behind certain changes, lack of communication with 

other groups might result in backlash due to their lack of input. 

In 2015, over 4,000 Warwick University students signed a petition after the reveal of the university’s new logo as part 

of the £80,000 rebrand. 

The students felt the logo did “not reflect the identity of such a high-class academic institution” and asked the university 

to “halt the re-branding process now and consult students before any more money is spent.”

As representatives of the university, students clearly felt that their opinions on the re-branding were ignored. 

This highlights again the value in communicating plans to all those involved ahead of implementation, as doing so may 

expose issues that would have otherwise gone undetected.

https://www.theguardian.com/education/2015/apr/24/warwick-students-angry-at-new-university-logo
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Inspiring a culture of change

For a change to be actioned at an institution, a community of people willing to embrace an idea are needed. 

For the team leading the change, this means working hard to inspire passion for the proposed idea within stakeholders, 

so that when necessary, they are willing to put in any work that is required of them. 

John Kotter, Professor of Leadership at Harvard Business School, famously developed a clear methodology for successfully 

implementing change within an organization.

Dr. Kotter’s 8-Step Process for Leading Change are as follows:

1. Create a sense of urgency: Help others see the need for change through a bold, aspirational opportunity statement 

that communicates the importance of acting immediately.

2. Build a guiding coalition: A volunteer army needs a coalition of effective people – born of its own ranks – to guide 

it, coordinate it, and communicate its activities.

3. Form a strategic vision and initiatives: Clarify how the future will be different from the past and how you can 

make that future a reality through initiatives linked directly to the vision.

4. Enlist a volunteer army: Large-scale change can only occur when massive numbers of people rally around a 

common opportunity. They must be bought-in and urgent to drive change – moving in the same direction.

5. Enable action by removing barriers: Removing barriers such as inefficient processes and hierarchies provides 

the freedom necessary to work across silos and generate real impact.

6. Generate short term wins: Wins are the molecules of results. They must be recognized, collected, and communicated 

– early and often – to track progress and energize volunteers to persist.

7. Sustain acceleration: Press harder after the first successes. Your increasing credibility can improve systems, 

structures, and policies. Be relentless with initiating change after change until the vision is a reality.

8. Institute change: Articulate the connections between the new behaviors and organizational success, making sure 

they continue until they become strong enough to replace old habits.

https://www.kotterinc.com/8-steps-process-for-leading-change/
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While there is flexibility with this methodology, it highlights the importance of inspiring a team of people who have a 

shared vision. 

Clear and consistent communication with the stakeholders not only provides the opportunity for them to provide regular 

feedback, but also to remain engaged and inspired throughout the process.

The University of Manchester often utilizes this methodology when working towards a change to ensure that their 

“communication and actions are delivered at the right time to right people.”

The university explains further how in their experience “this creates the correct environment for people to buy into the 

change, which accelerates and increases success rates.”

http://documents.manchester.ac.uk/display.aspx?DocID=40094
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Winning hearts and minds

When implementing a change at an institution, the power structures that exist can be difficult to navigate.

Many members of the senior management team at universities will come from a background in academia and can 

therefore sympathize with faculty who struggle to see the value in disrupting their teaching with new initiatives. 

Equally, many senior management staff have been with the university for several years and may feel personally connected 

with some of the initiatives in place at their institution. 

Lastly, being a well-established university is often heralded as a key asset and change can be seen as a betrayal of that 

identity and quality.

However, as senior management are often key decision makers at the institution, it is important that they win the hearts 

and minds of these individuals. 

One way to do so is hiring external experts as a way of providing decision makers with impartial assessments and deep 

insights that can provide evidence and infuse trust in the proposed idea.

An external party would be influential in facilitating change as they have no connection with the university and are 

therefore able to challenge the status quo for the benefit of the institution. 

They can provide industry best practices as examples and assess the situation with a fresh pair of eyes.

They can also provide clear outcomes and evidence for change and help stakeholders understand that new scenarios 

will not be ‘business as usual.’

It is understandably important that external experts can do so without making staff feel hijacked and forced into a 

decision, again emphasizing the importance of regular communication and feedback. 
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Thinking long term

Once the institution has successfully implemented a culture of change, ensuring continuity in innovation and flow of 

new initiatives across the institution over the long term will be needed. 

The biggest threat to retaining a culture of innovation is the length of time it can take to carry out the entire change 

management process, something that became apparently challenging during the coronavirus crisis when institutions 

faced several imminent priorities to address first. 

Given the number of stakeholders that need to be considered during the process, and the unforeseeable barriers that 

can crop up along the way, it can be difficult to retain interest and momentum for implementing new initiatives. 

In order to ensure the institution continues to innovate, stakeholders must be continuously reminded of the reasons 

why this change is needed and the benefit it will provide to the institution. 

Again, this highlights the importance of regular communication between the change team and wider stakeholders, 

providing progress updates on the current plan, reiterating the importance of the initiative, and encouraging any further 

ideas for future change. 

Setting lots of achievable targets that, when accomplished, can then be communicated to the stakeholders, helps to 

build confidence in the process and makes the case for future projects. 

Another important factor to consider when aiming for a culture of change in the long term is the importance of 

acknowledging the potential for loss along the way. 

As Karen Gross explains, while the aim with any change is always to limit the negative effects on members of the 

university community, accepting loss is a key part of educational risk taking.

For example, as the world goes through a time of significant change, this will inevitably lead to an increase in demand 

for certain subjects to be taught at universities, and a decrease in demand for others. 

To Gross, "such changes necessarily involve reducing or eliminating some existing courses, expanding others, and 

adding new courses.”

This change might be welcomed until a faculty member realizes that a course or module they teach might be affected.

This could mean additional work for this faculty member due to the introduction of new subjects, or the loss of hours 

of work they previously put into subjects that may be eliminated. 

Gross believes that, “if we want change to be successful, whether in education or any other arena, we need to focus on 

how to deal with loss more effectively.”
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In the case of changed curriculum, this could mean finding another use for eliminated lecture material, such as a virtual 

space for students to access materials freely.

This means that, in order to make change occur over the long term, there is a need to accept that some loss may be 

a necessary part of the journey. 

Once this is accepted, stakeholders are less likely to reject change outright based on the disruption it may cause them, 

instead seeing that it is part of a wider picture for the greater good. 

With a better understanding of what it truly means to implement change, stakeholders are more likely to embrace the 

process again in the future and be prepared for what it will bring.
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Implementing a change initiative, from initial ideas to 

completion, can be a critical challenge for higher education 

institutions. 

The goal of an effective change management plan is 

to help the change process run more smoothly and to 

instill confidence in the process so that stakeholders are 

enthusiastic about participating again in the future. 

A successful change management plan is also one that 

makes the journey towards change feel like a collective 

decision, where the feedback and concerns of every 

individual involved is considered.

This is no easy task and will involve creating a community 

of people that share in a collective vision of innovation 

and evolution.

To find out more about implementing successful 

change at your institution, please visit

www.qs.com/consulting.

Conclusion 

http://www.qs.com/consulting
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About QS

QS Quacquarelli Symonds is the world’s leading provider of services, analytics, and insights to the global higher education 

sector. Our mission is to enable motivated people anywhere in the world to fulfil their potential through educational 

achievement, international mobility, and career development.  

Our QS World University Rankings portfolio, inaugurated in 2004, has grown to become the world’s most popular source 

of comparative data about university performance. Our flagship website, www.TopUniversities.com – the home of our 

rankings – was viewed 149 million times in 2019, and over 94,000 media clippings pertaining to, or mentioning, QS were 

published by media outlets across the world in 2019.

 
QS portfolio

 � QS Digital and Events provides prospective undergraduate, graduate, and MBA applicants with independent 

guidance throughout their search and decision making.  Our world-class digital platforms include TopUniversities.

com, TopMBA.com, and QSLeap.com which support search and inform applications to programs matching their 

profile and aspirations. In parallel, prospective students can meet, either virtually or face-to-face, with admissions 

officers of international universities and business schools. For universities and business schools, it offers effective 

and innovative digital and off-line student recruitment and branding solutions. 

 � QS Enrolment Solutions partners with higher education institutions to maximize their student recruitment, enrolment 

and retention strategies with a range of services that leverage data-driven insights to optimize communications 

and student conversion. With over 20 years of experience QSES has an unequalled understanding of international 

student decision-making.   Our international office locations (UK, Romania, India, Malaysia, and Australia) enable us 

to operate across time zones to deliver high value to our partners and exceptional services for applicants.   

 � The QS Intelligence Unit is a leading originator of institutional performance insight drawing on unique proprietary 

datasets gathered in pursuit of its published research. Best known for the widely referenced QS World University 

Rankings, today comprising variants by discipline and geography, the unit also operates a sophisticated, multi-

dimensional quality standard; a comprehensive analytics platform facilitating advanced benchmarking; and an in-

demand consulting team. Our insights both inform and are informed by frequent presence and digital conferences 

for educators, university leaders, and policy makers.

 � QS Unisolution is dedicated to developing SaaS technology solutions to increase the efficiency and effectiveness of 

international mobility, relations, and recruitment functions within education, positively impacting the educational 

experience for the students, staff, and partners we serve.

 

http://www.TopUniversities.com


www.qs.com/consulting          14

For more information about the QS services, please visit www.qs.com or contact b2bmarketing@qs.com

To continue empowering motivated individuals and institutions across the world alike during the coronavirus outbreak, 

QS’s response has included:

 � Moving its student recruitment events online, ensuring that universities and talented potential applicants across the 

world are still able to achieve high-quality personalized engagement. 

 � Expanding its range of digital marketing offerings, empowering student recruitment teams as they seek to maintain 

outreach and enrolment efforts. 

 � Launching a webinar series designed to enable university faculty and administrators alike to share best practices as 

they transition their educational offerings into the virtual classroom.  

 � Ongoing surveys of prospective students and institutions globally to analyze how the COVID-19 crisis is impacting them. 

 

In 2019, as part of our commitment to sustainability, QS became a certified CarbonNeutral® Company, reflecting our 

efforts to reduce our impact on the environment through a range of efficiency initiatives and offsetting unavoidable 

emissions through a verified carbon offset forestry project in Brazil.

http://www.qs.com
mailto:b2bmarketing@qs.com
https://www.topuniversities.com/events/qs-world-grad-school-tour
http://info.qs.com/rs/335-VIN-535/images/QS_CarbonNeutral_Company_Certificate_2019.pdf
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