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FOREWORD

Universities prize reflection and thought. But they are also busy places, where opportunities to step back from the
day-to-day can be in short supply. The report that follows is intended to aid the process of taking stock by

examining the underlying issues in one important area of university life — succession planning.

We have approached this issue from two perspectives. The first is as a consultancy with a keen interest in
university leadership. Succession planning lies at the centre of our portfolio, bringing together our work in
recruitment and organisational strategy. Our approach is led by research but focused on practical results. As well
as providing our clients with advice, we aim to add to the stock of knowledge in the subject areas and sectors we
work in. This report is the first in a series about the UK university sector. We will be commencing our next study in
the early months of 2010.

The second perspective is more personal. | was once an academic. And | have spent the last decade advising a
wide range of organisations, including universities, on how to recruit their senior staff. This involvement with
universities both as insider and external adviser has made me a firm believer that there is something special about
them — that what universities do is important and worth getting right. At the heart of this special quality is the sense
of possibility that universities possess. To pass through the doors of a university, whatever its age, is to enter a
world where lives are changed profoundly and for the better. No other set of institutions can match this

transformative power.

I hope you find the report helpful. If you have any comments on it — or if you would like to know more about the
work of Syllogism — | would be delighted to hear from you on christopher.lake@syllogism.co.uk. Alternatively,

please feel free to call me on my direct line, 020 7873 2217.

C . Kk, Lakke

Dr. Christopher Lake

Director
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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 The aim of the report

This report looks at university succession planning. It is less an audit than a commentary on the management issues
succession planning raises and on how thinking about succession planning is conditioned by broader ideas about

university careers and the nature of the academic community.

Because the labour market is highly sensitive to external conditions — and because issues of recruitment, retention,
and reward go to the heart of an organisation’s self-image and sense of its relationship to the world — the report is

intended to be both timely and wide-ranging.

It is intended to be timely in that it comes at a point where universities in the United Kingdom are facing a raft of
strategic challenges arising from the economic downturn, the ongoing debate about top-up fees, demographic
changes amongst student and staff, and continuing growth in the global university market in terms both of supply
and demand. The report is also being published in a year when universities have been digesting the results of the

2008 Research Assessment Exercise.

The report is intended to be wide-ranging in that it looks not just at succession planning itself but at the issues
grouped around it — issues relating to the balance between insiders and outsiders, the flow of information within
universities, and the nature of the market for university talent. As such, it takes the temperature of a mix of

universities across a range of management concerns.
1.2 The structure of the report

Questions of definition and methodology are addressed in this section, with Sections 2-4 setting the scene for the
discussion that follows. Section 2 examines the institutional context in which schemes of succession planning
operate, Section 3 the different levels at which these schemes bring benefits and costs to universities, and Section 4

the nature of the challenge universities face in relation to academic leadership.

Sections 5-10 are concerned with prescription and analysis. Section 5 looks at different ways in which universities
can respond to the mismatch between supply and demand in the leadership field, Section 6 at the arguments in
relation to internal and open competition, Section 7 at how university managers view their responsibilities to their
staff and the movement of staff between institutions, and Section 8 at how universities do (and should) respond to
the flow of internal information. Section 9 looks at the challenges university managers face in ensuring a common
and credible basis for assessing individuals in relation to key positions. Section 10 looks at succession planning as it

relates to staff in the professional services.

Sections 11 and 12 abstract from the day-to-day. Section 11 looks at the underlying logic of the market for
university staff and at how recruitment consultancies shape that logic and Section 12 at the trends our sample felt

would shape the future of university succession planning.
1.3 Themes

Four themes recur in the report. The first relates to the notion of leadership itself and how far universities view

leadership in terms of relations of authority between individuals and how far they see it as a principle of action that
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spreads purpose and ambition across an institution as a whole. The second relates to the place of process and
uniformity in university life and how far the traditional attachment of universities to spontaneity and informality

must be squared with the call to submit their activities to common, impersonal standards. The third
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