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The University’s last Strategic 
Plan was published in 2015. The 
intervening period has seen 
considerable change, in higher 
education policy as well as in the 
industries and professions with 
which we work and, of particular 
importance, in the wider political 
environment in which we operate.

Despite these changes the 
University has had considerable 
success over the last 5 years.  
Fundamental to this success 
has been the high quality 
education it provides for its 
students, the applied nature 
of its research activities and 
the many connections it has 
maintained, or established, with 
other organisations to pursue its 
mission.

Our last Strategic Plan established 
5 key objectives.  Our performance 
against those objectives is as 
follows:

1.  Education:   
We sought to grow the population 
of the University to 3,000 FTE 
students and to extend our reach 
into continuing professional 
development and other forms of 
higher education.  At this point 
we have 2,976 FTE students, 
with every prospect of hitting 
our target later in 2020.  We 
successfully launched a range of 
degree apprenticeships in 2018 
and our provision for continuing 
professional development has 
expanded to areas such as 
postgraduate veterinary education 
and livestock market management.

2. Engagement: 

We have worked successfully with 
academic and industry partners to 
bring about a number of initiatives 
over the planning period.  These 
include the Saputo UK Innovation 
Centre, the Midlands Hub of the 
Agri-EPI Centre for Innovation in 
Engineering and Precision Farming 
and the forthcoming Newport 
Innovation Park scheme, in which 
we are supporting our Local 
Authority and Local Enterprise 
Partnership.  The Harper and 
Keele Veterinary School is another 
example of how we have worked 
collaboratively to create a flagship 
initiative of benefit to the long-
term health of the veterinary 
profession and animal wellbeing.  
In these, and many other ways, we 
have built a strong reputation for 
our work in support of the wider 
UK economy and society.  Our 
portfolio of international education 
and research has also been 
expanded over the last planning 
period with important new 
relationships with universities and 
businesses across 5 continents.

3.  Research: 

We aimed to move from a position 
where over 50% of our research 
in the 2014 Research Excellence 
Framework was assessed as 
internationally excellent or world 
leading to a rating of over 60% in 
the next exercise.  That exercise 
is now scheduled for 2021, and we 
have retained this objective for 
our research performance in the 
current Plan.

4. Influence: 

We set out to enhance the role 
and reputation of the University 
over the lifetime of the Plan.  With 
two Gold Teaching Excellence 
Framework awards, leading 
positions for a modern University 
in two of the three national 
university league tables in 2019, a 
university sector top 20 position 
for graduate employment and a 
university sector top 5 position in 
the 2019 National Student Survey, 
we have established a strong 
reputation for our academic work.  
We have also contributed to the 
development of the national agri-
technology agenda with world-first 
research, such as our Hands Free 
Hectare programme, and many 
other examples where we have 
impacted positively on the agri-
food and rural sectors, in the UK 
and overseas.

5. Efficiency:  

We have maintained our 
expenditure on administrative 
activities below the median when 
benchmarked against other small 
and specialist UK higher education 
providers whilst successfully 
meeting an extended set of 
regulatory obligations. Our focus 
on efficient and effective support 
service operation means that 
we have been able to devote our 
resources to those academic 
activities that directly or indirectly 
support an outstanding student 
experience over the period of our 
last Strategic Plan.

Progress since our last strategic plan
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We continue to produce 
entrepreneurial graduates who are 
making valuable contributions to 
the businesses and professions 
in which they are forging their 
careers.  Our sandwich degrees are 
a major factor in their preparation 
for the world of work, which have 
enabled us to remain in close 
contact with over 500 employers 
so that we are aware of the issues 
facing businesses at this time of 
considerable change.  

We have continued to highlight 
the importance of rural concerns, 
and our subject base, to our 
regulatory and funding bodies and 
to Government, to ensure that the 
future educational and skills needs 
of the rural economy are fully taken 
into consideration.  

Over the last planning period we 
have also raised awareness of our 
contribution to higher education 

in rural subjects by achieving 
national recognition in other ways.  
These include winning Times 
Higher Education Awards in 2016 
for an Outstanding Business/
University Collaboration, in 2018 
for Technological Innovation of 
the Year and 2019 for Outstanding 
Estates Strategy, together with 
a nomination for the top title of 
University of the Year.  In 2015 we 
won the Times Higher Education 
Leadership and Management 
Award (THELMA) for International 
Strategy and in 2016 we won 
the category for Marketing and 
Communications Team.  We 
achieved 8 other shortlisted 
entries in the THELMAs over the 
planning period, including 3 for 
the top award of Leadership & 
Management Team of the Year.

In the run up to launching our 
Strategic Plan we were named the 

Sunday Times Good University 
Guide Modern University of the 
Year, achieving a top-20 position 
in the main league table.  This 
further underlines the progress we 
have made as a high performing 
university within an increasingly 
competitive higher education 
sector.  

The last planning period has seen 
us address major challenges to 
which our staff and students 
have responded magnificently.  
There are more challenges and 
opportunities ahead, which 
this Strategic Plan will set out in 
greater detail.  We will continue 
to work hard to address the 
changing external environment 
and to secure a firm future for the 
University as it sets course for the 
period to 2025.

Dr David Llewellyn       Peter Nixon

Vice-Chancellor       Chair of Governors
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There seems little doubt that the 
last 5 years have seen a period 
of considerable change and 
disruption.  Whether it is in the field 
of higher education, where there 
was a move from a funding body to 
a regulator for the sector, the Office 
for Students, and the creation 
of Research England and UK 
Research and Innovation, changes 
in the agri-food industry driven by 
political forces, or even the advent 
of the new industrial revolution in 
technology, it has been a testing 
time for all concerned.  

As this Plan has taken shape it 
has been impossible to ignore the 
impact that the UK’s departure 
from the EU has had on the national 
economic and societal landscape 
since 2016, nor can we necessarily 
predict the way in which it will 
determine the shape of things 
to come.  In this review, which is 
intended to provide a summary of 
the background information taken 
into account in the formulation 
of our Plan, it is recognised that 
there remains much to be resolved 
around policy directions across our 
subject base and in the operating 
environment for the industries and 
professions with which we work. 

This is a period of transition.  There 
are signals that can be drawn from 
recent debates that can inform 
our direction in the years ahead, 
but it is also a time in which new 
approaches to some national 
policies have yet to be tried and 
tested.  It can be expected to 
remain particularly challenging for 

universities, as they seek to secure 
longer-term stability, and navigate 
a ‘complex cocktail of difficult and 
contested agendas’ 1, so as to focus 
on delivering their educational, 
research and knowledge exchange 
activities. 

It will also be a period of adjustment 
to new demographic conditions 
facing the university sector, at 
least in the later stages of the Plan.  
Current projections suggest that 
the 18-year old population can be 
expected to grow considerably 
from around 2021 to 2027, on the 
one hand placing the affordability of 
a mass higher education into doubt 
whilst, on the other, releasing 
some of the pressure witnessed in 
recent years from a Government-
led marketised approach to 
higher education at the time of a 
demographic downturn.  This shift 
will present a new environment for 
institutions seeking to compete for 
high quality students and looking 
to grow in the face of flat funding 
conditions likely to apply, at least 
in the initial stages of the planning 
period.  

It remains uncertain whether the 
recommendations of the recent 
Augar Report2  will be, in whole 
or in part, implemented by the 
Government.  Whilst it is possible 
that its proposal to reduce tuition 
fees and make up the balance 
with Government funding will not 
be adopted, it seems likely that 
current fee levels will be frozen 
for up to the next 5 years.  This 
represents a considerable decline 

in the unit of resource over the 
planning period that will have to be 
addressed in other ways. 

There is also a growing debate 
about the value of higher education 
to future employment prospects, 
with much-disputed measures 
such as Longitudinal Employment 
Outcomes data being used to 
analyse graduate incomes by 
subject and institution, despite 
the fact that there is little on which 
to base a causal relationship, on 
either variable, long after graduates 
have entered employment.  
More comprehensive outcome 
measures, such as those piloted 
by the Higher Education Funding 
Council for England on Learning 
Gain3 , appear to have been shelved 
for the immediate future.

One area of the Augar Review’s 
report which has gained 
prominence is the need to improve 
delivery of technical education, 
a long-standing problem in the 
UK educational system where 
the FE sector should be playing a 
leading role.  It is also important, 
however, to recognise that some 
areas of higher education have 
strong technical and vocational 
components, and some universities 
operate extremely effectively 
to produce practical, technically 
orientated and role-competent 
graduates.  The Government’s 
recent Higher Technical Education 
consultation4  provided an 
opportunity for this case to be 
made.  The University will continue 
to raise this issue with policy 

Our External Environment: A Period of Transition

1  Wooldridge, E and Atkins, M (2019) Agility and Resilience – Meeting the Strategic Leadership Challenges in Higher Education. London: AdvanceHE, p5.
2 Augar, P (2019) Independent Panel Report to the Review of Post-18 Education and Funding.  London: HMSO. 210p
3 Kandiko-Howson, C (2019) Final Evaluation of the Office for Students Learning Gain Pilot Projects.  Available at: https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/me-
dia/20ffe802-9482-4f55-b5a0-6c18ee4e01b1/learning-gain-project-final-evaluation.pdf.  (Accessed: 8 August 2019)
4 DfE (2019) Higher Technical Education: Government Consultation. London: DfE. 43p
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makers in the years ahead, whilst, 
at the same time, seeking to 
ensure that additional Government 
bureaucracy around higher 
technical education is avoided.

The public perception of higher 
education has also come under 
the spotlight in recent years5 , with 
the consequences of a marketised 
system - on university admissions, 
degree outcomes, student welfare 
and ‘transactional entitlements, 
encouraged by consumerist 
narratives from ministers and 
regulators’6  requiring an increased 
focus on the student experience7 , 
but also on the maintenance of high 
academic standards.  

We expect both of these areas to 
remain high on the list of policy 
makers in the coming years.

Public attention in the last planning 

period was also focussed on 
immigration, with consequences 
for the way in which international 
students were seen as part of the 
Government’s target to reduce net 
migration.  Recent political changes 
may provide an environment more 
attuned to seeing international 
student markets, and research 
collaboration, as a means of 
securing a stronger position for 
the UK in international trade.  The 
arguments for this are evidenced 
elsewhere8 , demonstrating that it 
will be vital to focus on international 
higher education as a trade 
‘export’, as much as it will be on 
the global positioning of agri-food 
trade, as the UK establishes new 
relationships with countries beyond 
the EU.  Continued development of 
international student markets and 
targeted research collaborations 

will therefore be essential to the 
University’s work, requiring long-
term relationship building, but 
also a commitment to growing 
the University’s impact in these 
markets in the shorter term.  

Another area of increased 
attention is on improving access 
to, and securing success in, higher 
education for students from 
disadvantaged backgrounds.  The 
recent Access and Participation 
Plan exercise by the OfS highlighted 
that current measures for 
access and participation may 
not sufficiently address rural 
disadvantage, and the University 
has committed to work with the 
OfS to determine the additional 
steps required to tackle this issue.

As a smaller, specialist, university 
we do not aspire to replicate 

5 WonkHE (2019) Front Line Perspectives on HE Policy.  London: WonkHE. 42p
6 PA Consulting (2019) Protected Past, Precarious Future? Tenth survey of heads of UK higher education institutions.  London: PA Consulting. p8
7 Neves, J and Hillman, N (2019) Student Academic Experience Survey 2019.  Oxford: HEPI/AdvanceHE. 57p
8 See, for example: UUKi (2019) International Graduate Outcomes 2019. London: UUK. 71p
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the approach taken to higher 
education by some larger urban  
institutions, but rather seek to 
add a distinctive contribution to 
the university sector based on our 
subject expertise.  Our work with 
Keele University is a case in point, 
creating a joint veterinary school 
that will add capacity for domestic 
students at a time when the 
profession needs a greater supply 
of veterinary surgeons9.  We have 
no doubt that we will be able to 
work with other larger universities 
to provide complementary 
expertise that will allow us to 
explore not only new ways in which 
we can support our industry base, 
but also to provide new career 
opportunities and educational 
experiences for our students.  A 
shift back from competition to 
greater collaboration is much 
needed in the UK university sector 
if we are to tackle the challenges 
that lie ahead, and we expect to 
extend our networks and initiatives 
in this way over the next planning 
period.

Some of those challenges are 
critical.  After a period where the 
climate change debate was not 
as prominent as it had once been, 
it has returned to the fore as a 
climate emergency10.  The role of 
universities in educating the next 
generation to adapt to this change, 
whilst researching methods 
to mitigate its impact, can be 
expected to feature strongly in the 
period covered by this Plan. There 

is a clear focus on agriculture, 
with routine calls from the wider 
scientific community11 for dietary 
changes to help reduce emissions 
to the environment and new 
approaches to the management 
of soils, forests, water resources 
and biodiversity all required of 
practitioners and advisers to our 
food production systems.   

The Government’s anticipated 
Agriculture Bill12  is expected to 
rebalance food production with 
broader principles of environmental 
management, producing a ‘Green 
Brexit’ while introducing a new 
system to support farmers 
and land managers through 
payments for public goods.  The 
NFU has joined the call for action 
on the environment, making a 
commitment to reduce agricultural 
emissions to ‘net zero’ by 204013, 14 .

Others have pointed to the 
proposed changes in the 
Agriculture Bill being, perhaps, 
the minimum that should be 
done to bring about changes 
in the agri-food system and in 
the management of our rural 
environment.  From a call for 
nutrition-sensitive agriculture 
to feature more strongly in 
the Life Sciences strand of the 
Government’s Industrial Strategy,15 
to the recent RSA report16  which 
proposed radical ways to localise 
food networks and a shift towards 
agroecological farming by 2030, the 
focus on the connection between 
human health, the food we eat and 

protection of the environment in 
which it is produced has gained 
significant ground in the last 
few years.  Some commentators 
argue that improved agricultural 
productivity has produced food 
system inefficiencies, cheaper 
calories and the problem of 
increasing obesity17, while the 
Government seems intent on 
ensuring that food remains cheap 
and in ready supply.  This is likely 
to pose further paradoxes around 
the importation of lower priced 
food products to achieve the 
Government’s objectives, whilst 
fuelling concerns about some 
overseas standards and methods 
of production18 and their longer-
term impact on the environment, 
nutrition and human health.  The 
current review of our food system, 
which is expected to lead to the 
Government’s National Food 
Strategy, reported to be the first 
of its kind for over 75 years and 
expected to emerge in mid-202019, 
will have to grapple with these 
conflicting demands and further 
‘contested agendas’.

The views of some consumers may 
also be subject to change over the 
planning period. The promotion of 
new dietary approaches, increasing 
press interest in alternative foods 
and the availability of a wider 
range of new food products seem 
likely to contribute to this trend.  
Although still only 1.16% of the 
UK population, it is suggested that 
the number of vegans quadrupled 

9 For further information, see: https://www.harperkeelevetschool.ac.uk/about/429/introduction/ (Accessed: 8 August 2019)
10 Beament, E (2019) How life will change in a world of net zero emissions. London: Press Association. 12 June 2019.
11 See, for example: IPCC (2019) Climate Change and Land. IPCC Special Report Summary for Policymakers. 7 August 2019. 41p
12 DEFRA (2018) Landmark Agriculture Bill to deliver a Green Brexit. London: DEFRA. 12 September 2018.  
13 NFU (2019) NFU reiterates its net zero aims for agriculture. Stoneleigh: NFU. 2 May 2019.  At: https://www.nfuonline.com/news/latest-news/nfu-reiter-
ates-its-net-zero-aims-for-agriculture/. (Accessed 8 August 2019).
14 NFU (2019) Net Zero: What will it means for farming? British Farmer and Grower. August 2019. p28
15 Devenish (2019) Nutrition-Sensitive Agriculture Related Inputs to the Life Sciences Industrial Strategy.  Belfast: Devenish Nutrition. 12p
16 RSA (2019) Our Future in the Land. Report of the Independent Food, Farming & Countryside Commission.  London: RSA. 82p
17 Benton, T and Bailey, R (2019) The paradox of productivity: agricultural productivity promotes food system inefficiency. Global Sustainability 2 e6, p1-8
18 Ridley, M and Hill, D (2018) The Effect of Innovation in Agriculture on the Environment. IEA Current Controversies No 64. London: Institute of Economic 
Affairs. 106p
19 For further information, see: https://www.nationalfoodstrategy.org/ (Accessed: 8 August 2019)
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in the period between 2014 and 
201820 .  It is also thought that 
vegetarians (including vegans) 
may make up a quarter of the 
UK population by 2025, while 
flexitarians could constitute just 
under half of all UK consumers.21 
The rise of ‘meatless’ alternatives 
to meat, seen as beneficial to 
human health, animal welfare22  and 
to reducing agricultural emissions, 
is another development that, while 
currently small scale, is attracting 
significant investor interest and 
potential for business growth.

It is sometimes overlooked in this 
debate that many plant-based 
foods also make demands on the 
environment, notably on soil health 
and water supplies, but that they 
also need expertise in agricultural 
techniques to be produced at 
scale and in an environmentally 
responsible manner.  Linking the 
disciplines of agriculture, related 
applied sciences, food, animal 
wellbeing and the concept of an 
independent approach to the 
public understanding of agricultural 
science is therefore likely to be 
a critical step in creating better 
informed consumers and a more 
evidenced approach to policy 
development and consumer 
behaviour.  It will also be vital to 
consider, as our food system 
changes, how these disciplines, 
often at their intersections, will 
need to address new challenges, 
such as plant and animal disease, 
invasive species and drug 
resistance.  All may develop 
in unexpected ways, through 

globalisation and climate change, 
highlighting still further the 
interrelationships inherent in our 
use of land and natural resources.

With recent political events the 
Agriculture Bill has stalled and 
‘public goods’ have yet to be 
defined, but the direction of travel 
has been set and the University 
will need to support this transition, 
noting that it could have wider 
implications for the shape of the 
agri-food sector in years to come, 
and both positive and negative 
consequences for student 
recruitment.

On the one hand, the agricultural 
transition, currently to be made 
over the period to 2027, may 
provide the impetus for industry 
restructuring, and perhaps 
downsizing, on a large scale.  On 
the other hand, the Government 
is concerned to ensure that 
agricultural productivity is 
improved and that environmental 
benefits are secured in the process.  
Both outcomes will require higher 
level skills, meaning that the 
University, as the largest single 
provider of graduates to the 
industry, could have a critical role to 
play in bringing the transition to a 
successful conclusion.

Part of that success will depend 
upon the application of new 
tools and techniques, supported 
by professionals able to adapt 
UK farming systems to a world 
in which technology will play a 
greater role.  This could range 
from improved environmental 

management recording and 
reporting systems used by land 
and countryside managers to new 
animal welfare systems employed 
by veterinary surgeons and nurses 
or new methods in engineering 
to improve the precision of farm 
inputs and reduce their impact 
on land and water resources or 
on biodiversity23,24.  All of these 
approaches rely on an ability to 
manage data.  Like other industry 
sectors, rural businesses, of 
whatever type, will need expertise 
in data management and analysis, 
and this demand is likely to grow.  
The number of technology jobs is 
reported to be rising across the 
UK25  and the rural economy will 
need to compete for such expertise 
if the UK is to remain internationally 
competitive and productive.  
These, and other advances in 
knowledge, are also likely to require 
greater insights and expertise at 
disciplinary boundaries, requiring 
the University’s focus on systems 
research and education to be 
enhanced with specialists able to 
provide a bridge between science 
and the social sciences.

Whether it be in harnessing 
the potential for blockchain 
technologies to improve supply 
chain information26 or the adoption 
of artificial intelligence to help 
automate processes and improve 
agricultural, environmental or 
veterinary analyses and decision-
making, the next planning period 
is likely to see rapid advances in 
data management to which the 
University will need to adapt.  

20 Estimated from survey results from an Ipsos Mori survey, commissioned by The Vegan Society, using also the Food & You survey, organised by the Food 
Standards Agency (FSA) with the National Centre for Social Science Research (NatCen), as reported in The Vegan, Issue 3, 2018.
21 Sainsbury’s (2019) Future of Food Report. London: Sainsbury’s. 15 May 2019.  Available at: https://www.about.sainsburys.co.uk/news/latest-news/2019/
future-of-food-15052019 (Accessed: 8 August 2019)
22 See, for example: Waters, A (2019) Is the end of eating meat in sight? Vet Record. 15 June 2019. p725
23 IAgrE (2018) Horizons: 80 years of the Institution of Agricultural Engineers.  Cranfield: IAgreE. 67p
24 UK-RAS (2018) Agricultural Robotics: The Future of Robotic Agriculture. UK-RAS Network. 27p
25 Landi, M (2019) Number of technology jobs rising across the UK. London: Press Association. 12 June 2019. 
26 McIlduff, O and Powell, R (2019) Never break the chain. British Farmer and Grower. August 2019. pp46-47



At the same time, these advances 
will impact not only on the subjects 
that we teach and research, but 
also on the way in which we operate 
the University.  They could also 
pose competitive challenges to 
the university in the years ahead.  
Already, new machine-learning 
techniques are emerging to 
manage structured data and help 
improve the student experience.  
More techniques and systems 
seem likely to be developed in the 
coming years27. While previously 
heralded digital revolutions in 
teaching and learning have not 
yet made significant inroads into 
UK student markets, the time will 
come when ‘unbundled’ higher 
education28 , with provision either 

from outside the scope of the 
traditional university, or supported 
by virtual assistants or immersive 
learning, will gain ground.  The 
rise of Education 4.0 will be as 
important for the University to 
monitor, and consider, as it will 
be for Agriculture 4.0 and other 
subject related technology drivers, 
if not in the lifetime of this Plan then 
at least in setting the scene for the 
period to 2030.  

In all of these approaches we must 
also remember that change is 
not only occurring in the subjects 
that we cover, in the nature and 
methods of our provision or in 
the wider political landscape.  The 
process is also occurring amongst 

the students we teach, their 
experiences before university and 
in the staff on whose expertise 
we rely to provide an outstanding 
educational experience, push back 
the boundaries of knowledge and, 
ultimately implement this Strategy.  
To this end, part of this Plan will 
be aimed at ensuring that we take 
broader socio-economic impacts 
into account in our provision over 
the planning period and that we 
continue to work hard to provide 
a challenging, but interesting and 
fulfilling, environment in which 
all members of the university 
community can study, work and 
contribute to wider society. 

 27 Ross, J (2019) How AI is changing the way universities work. Times Higher Education. 19 July 2019
 28  Feldman, P (2018) Education 4.0: What does the university of the future look like? Inform. December 2018.  JISC. p5
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We are mindful that the next five 
years will see a significant period of 
change for the UK as we depart the 
EU.  This will result in disruption, 
not only for the higher education 
sector, but also for the core 
disciplines of agriculture, food, rural 
land, environmental management, 
engineering and veterinary science 
in which we specialise.  Whilst this 
might pose a number of risks, we 
are confident that it will also signal 
new opportunities to work with, 
and support, related industries and 
professions as they seek to adjust 
to their new operating conditions.

It also seems likely that if the 
UK is to prosper beyond its 
membership of the EU, it will have 
to forge new ways of interacting 
with a wider range of countries.  
UK expertise in our subject base 
could be a critical component of 
contributing to these interactions, 
not least in new technologies and 
techniques where, already, other 
countries wish to emulate the 
University’s pioneering work in 
agri-technologies.  We will need 
to be open to opportunities to 
operate in new environments, 
but also ensure that we maintain 
strong relationships with target 
markets for international student 
recruitment and joint research 
activities.

We know that the demographic 
position for universities in the UK 
will be more positive in the period 
covered by this Plan, but we do 
not yet know the Government’s 
ambition for delivering higher 
level skills that will support our 
changing economy.  A policy to 
reduce central funding could place 
counterbalancing financial stresses 

on a higher education system 
that is already seeing financial 
constraints, and increased political 
pressures to deliver more for less.  
We can assume, at least for the 
early stages of this Plan, that the 
funding regime will not provide 
scope, nationally, for new initiatives 
in teaching, while there may be 
some room for manoeuvre in 
research and knowledge exchange.  
In other words, institutions will 
have to create their own financial 
headroom for educational 
investment, including where there 
is potential for edu-technology 
to play a role, either in front line 
delivery or back office support.

Further into the future, we must 
also take into account the rapid 
development of integrated 
digital systems and what they 
will mean for the industries with 
which we work.  There is already 
debate about a potential shift 
from the ‘knowledge economy’ 
to a ‘human economy’, where 
‘creativity, passion, character and 
collaborative spirit’29 will be labour 
force traits needed to supplement 
increasingly intelligent machines.  
We are not there yet, but we should 
prepare our graduates to meet 
this new challenge as the fourth 
industrial revolution gains pace.

That revolution, and the 
technologies that spring from 
it, may give us the means to 
tackle some of the biggest issues 
facing humankind – such as our 
changing climate, our ability to 
feed a growing population in ways 
that will not unduly impact upon 
human health, in caring for other 
species with which we share 
the planet and, in the process, 

the better protection of natural 
resources.  In all of these areas 
there are significant challenges 
ahead for the industries and 
professions with which we are 
connected, adding a further layer of 
complexity for them in what could 
be a difficult economic climate 
in the immediate years ahead.  It 
is therefore incumbent on the 
University to provide leadership 
for this new set of conditions, so 
as to maintain oversight of the 
‘big picture’ and promote the 
co-creation of solutions, either 
between disciplines or with other 
organisations.

To deliver that disciplinary 
leadership we must respond to 
the changing nature and demands 
of our students.  We already 
hold a strong reputation for our 
educational activities within the 
UK, but we should seek to build 
upon that reputation to enhance 
our international profile.  We must 
also provide a means to retain and 
attract the best possible academic 
and professional services staff to 
deliver these important objectives. 
In fields where subject specialists 
are in short supply, we must 
seek to develop our own talent 
to continue to have academic 
experts who are also able to draw 
from their experience of the world 
beyond higher education.  This 
will be a significant challenge for 
the University, but as a specialist 
institution which prides itself on 
delivering applied research and 
practical and theoretical education, 
it will be an essential aim for the 
University over the lifetime of this 
Plan.

Summarising Our Response to the  
External Environment

29  Siedman, D (2014) From the Knowledge Economy to the Human Economy.  Harvard Business Review. 12 November 2014.
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Our Strategic Plan establishes the 
aims that will help us continue our 
success as a leading academic 
institution within the UK, and 
to secure a higher profile in 
international student recruitment 
and research activities.  In 
developing our Plan we have 
taken account of the fast-moving 
external environment, which poses 
a number of challenges, from 
developments in higher education 
policy to changes in the industry 
sectors with which we work.  We 
have also sought to maintain 
flexibility within our Plan to enable 
us to work within a volatile external 
environment and to respond 
appropriately.  

The Strategic Plan will provide a 
framework for annual corporate 
plans that will set out more 
immediate objectives to help us 
deliver our mission and our vision 
for 2025, whilst adhering to our 
long established institutional 
values.    

Our Mission  
Our mission is to provide:  World 
leading higher education and 
research for the delivery of 
sustainable food chains and the 
protection of rural resources for 
future generations.

Our Vision 
Our vision for 2025 is that Harper 
Adams University will be:

•  Engaged with the industries, 
professions and organisations 
that comprise the global agri-
food chain, closely related 
industry sectors and the UK 
rural economy, to deliver an 
outstanding, practice-based and 
inclusive learning environment 
that enhances personal 
development and employability;

•  A recognised centre of research 
excellence, especially in the 
application of science and 
technological advances and;

•  A trusted source of independent 
and authoritative commentary to 
inform public and policy debate 
on agri-food, animal wellbeing, 
land, environmental and rural 
business matters.

Our Values 
Harper Adams has a strong set of 
values that have underpinned its 
development since its foundation 
nearly 120 years ago.  The four 
core values are that we will 
be outstanding, inspirational, 
distinctive and inclusive in all that 
we do.  



Maintaining Our Distinctive Role within the UK 
Higher Education System
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We continue to make a distinctive 
contribution to the UK higher 
education system, with a particular 
combination of strengths that does 
not feature widely amongst other 
UK higher education providers.  Our 
rural focus and scale are particular 
attributes, as are the wide variety of 
connections we have with industry, 
across our portfolio, together with 
our ability to take a systems-led 
approach to our educational and 
research activities.  Our distinctive 
approach encompasses several key 
areas: 

1.  Our focus on the agri-food chain 
and closely related subjects, 
such as animal wellbeing, 
land and environmental 
management, means that we will 
contribute to tackling some of 
the major issues facing society 
at large over the planning period;

2.  We serve a largely rural student 
catchment, from many areas 
across the UK, providing 
opportunities in higher 
education for those who do not 
want to study in a city or large 
campus environment;

3.  Our comprehensive sandwich 
degree provision means that our 
students have work experience 
that leads to consistently 
high outcomes for graduate 
employment and student 
satisfaction; 

4.  The high quality of our teaching, 
and the relevance of our applied 
research which informs that 
teaching, provides a sector 
leading experience for our 
students in our specialist subject 
base, meeting growing demand 
for a wider set of higher-level 
skills and the means to connect 
our research to the next 
generation of those working in 
rural industries and professions;

5.  We have strong connections 
with industry sectors related 
to our work that extend from 
support for our educational 
programmes to research, 
workforce development and 
knowledge exchange;

6.  We have unique areas of 
academic provision, with an 
international reputation, which 
provide scope for collaboration, 
the potential for growth not 
available elsewhere in the UK 
higher education system and 
which can support longer term 
UK economic development.

 

We intend to build upon this unique 
combination of strengths over the 
planning period to ensure that we 
serve the needs of the UK’s rural 
population, and that we extend our 
impact to others wishing to forge 
careers in the rural economy.  We 
will also seek to secure our position 
as one of the UK’s leading ‘modern’ 
universities, and to continue to 
build international awareness, and 
recognition, of our work.
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Our Strategic Aims

Our analysis of the external 
environment has identified a 
number of ways in which the 
University can make positive 
contributions to the UK rural sector, 
the wider economy society at 
large, nationally and internationally.  
This section of our Plan also 
draws on the distinctive nature 
of our institution to underpin our 
anticipated contributions.

1. Securing the Skills Needed by 
our Industries and Professions

We will educate our students 
to be practical and flexible 
contributors to the industries 
and professions with which 
we work, whilst adapting our 
curricula to structural changes 
and to new demands placed 
upon those sectors over the 
planning period.

2. Turning the Climate Change 
Debate into Action

We will collaborate with others 
to ensure that the pressing issue 
of climate change mitigation and 
adaptation is embedded in our 
work and has greater visibility in 
our activities with industry and 
the professions.

3. Informing Consumer Views 
about Food, Animal Wellbeing 
and the Environment

We will provide education and 
research that acknowledges 
the balance to be maintained 
between productive and 
profitable farming systems, 
increased consumer conscious-
ness about the wider impacts 
of food production and the 
Government’s ambition for 
the UK to take a lead on animal 

welfare, both for companion and 
farm animals.

4. Contributing to UK Economic 
Prosperity

In addition to supporting 
domestic rural economic 
development we will contribute 
to the new system for inter-
national trade that will emerge 
following the UK’s departure 
from the European Union.

5. Working with New Technologies

Recognising that rapid 
technological development 
is likely to occur over the 
planning period we will build 
these developments into our 
education and research, and into 
the way in which we operate the 
University.



Our Strategic Outcomes
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We will measure the success of 
our Strategic Plan by the impact 
it will have on our core academic 
activities, and on the overall 
reputation and profile of the 
University, in the period to 2025.  
The outcomes we seek can be 
summarised as: 

1.  Education:  We will grow the 
population of the University to 
3,500 FTE students by 2025, 
including those who study part-
time from within our related 
professions, to enhance our 
connections with industry, and, 
with those from overseas, our 
global reach.

2.  Research: We will move from 
a position where over 50% our 
research in the 2014 Research 
Excellence Framework was 
assessed as internationally 
excellent or world leading, to 
a rating of over 60% for these 

categories in the Research 
Excellence Framework 2021 
and the following Research 
Excellence Framework exercise.

3.  Knowledge Exchange: We will 
establish a position in the top 
10 UK agri-food institutions in 
the forthcoming Knowledge 
Exchange Framework, so as to 
underpin our engagement with 
industry, and our capacity for 
informative and useful education 
and research.

4.  Influence: We will continue to 
enhance the role and reputation 
of Harper Adams as a contributor 
to national policy formulation 
and delivery on enhancing 
rural economic development 
and the UK’s contribution 
to global food security.  Our 
impact will be measured by 
the successful delivery of the 
new joint veterinary school and 

at least two other distinctive 
collaborative ventures aimed at 
addressing the strategic aims we 
have identified over this planning 
period.

5. The University Community: 
We will maintain a strong 
community-based approach 
to our academic work, with 
a consistent top-ten UK 
university sector performance 
in the National Student Survey, 
top-quartile performance in 
relevant postgraduate student 
surveys and an overall staff 
satisfaction rating of over 90% 
when measured by independent 
surveys.

The delivery of our Strategic 
Plan will be overseen by the 
University’s senior managers, 
working with Heads of Academic 
Departments and Professional 
Service Managers to ensure that 
progress is maintained.  Regular 

updates will be provided to our 
Board of Governors in the form 
of our annual corporate planning 
statements and associated 
progress reports.  The Board will 
also receive periodic updates of 
the risk assessment conducted as 

part of our planning process.  Our 
initial risk assessment, and the 
methods by which we will seek to 
mitigate the identified risks, appear 
as an Annex to the Strategic Plan.

Delivering our Strategic Plan



Serial Risk Mitigation Measures Risk Owner
1 Changes to the funding regime or 

the regulatory framework for higher 
education have a destabilising effect on 
institutional finances or the University’s 
ability to meet requirements for OfS 
registration

Close monitoring of external funding 
developments; lobbying for the subject base 
and adherence to the requirements of the OfS 
regulatory framework

Vice-Chancellor with Senior 
Management Team

2 Student recruitment is impacted 
upon by marketisation of the higher 
education sector and recruitment 
targets are not met

Development of the curriculum to broaden 
its appeal to a wider range of students.  
Implementation of our marketing and 
communications strategy and student 
recruitment programme; measures to target 
urban markets and deeper penetration in 
identified rural locations

Senior Management Team

3 Cash management is impacted upon 
by changes to the higher education 
funding system

Financial planning and close monitoring of the 
financial strategy

Director of Finance

4 Staff are uncertain of the priority to be 
assigned to activities that support the 
objectives established in the Strategic 
Plan

A clear internal communications strategy 
will be implemented with regular reviews 
of progress with the Strategic Plan by the 
University Executive

Vice-Chancellor

5 The University is unable to make 
adequate progress in winning external 
funding, including appropriate levels 
of overhead income, to conduct its 
research activities or in achieving high 
quality research outputs

Implementation of the research and 
knowledge exchange strategy; mentoring of 
staff in research grant application procedures; 
support for staff in identifying and completing 
research grant applications

Deputy Vice-Chancellor 

6 Inadequate data management systems 
expose the University to the recovery 
of OfS grant or breaches of data 
protection legislation

Provision of systems and staffing to ensure 
that data management is seen as a priority 
issue; audit of data management by internal 
auditors; routine review by Audit & Risk 
Management Committee

Director of Academic Services, 
Director of Finance and 
University Secretary

7 The University does not make adequate 
progress in improving international 
student recruitment

Focussed internationalisation strategy; 
allocation of link staff for international 
partnerships and oversight by Director of 
Learning & Teaching

Director of Learning, Teaching 
and International

8 Student satisfaction is not maintained 
to the extent that it begins to impact 
upon institutional reputation and stu-
dent recruitment

Close liaison with the Students’ Union and the 
wider student community; routine monitoring 
of student satisfaction; close attention to 
benchmarked external student experience 
surveys, continuation rates and graduate 
employment ratings; A focus on the staffing 
requirements and skills to manage growth 
whilst not impacting on the staff and student 
experience

Director of Learning, Teaching 
and International and Deputy 
Vice-Chancellor

9 The University does not make ade-
quate progress in addressing efficiency 
measures

Regular reviews of service provision and staff-
ing to be resourced and implemented

Director of Finance 

10 The University does not make adequate 
progress in improving its ability to 
influence debate in its core subject 
areas

A programme of public relations work will be 
established to support the delivery of the 
Strategic Plan

Director of Marketing and 
Communications

11 The overall profile and reputation of 
the University is not maintained and 
enhanced over the planning period

The programme of public relations work will 
be supplemented by a focus on working with 
industry and other stakeholders to continue 
to raise the profile of the institution

Vice-Chancellor with Senior 
Management Team and other 
University staff

Annex on Risk Assessment
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