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Minutes of a meeting of the Council 
held on 2 May 2003 

 
 

PRESENT:  Mr J. B. Heron (in the chair), Vice-Chancellor, Mrs J. E. 
Clements, Mr L. Danby, Mr A. Dick, Mr J. C. Dunning, Mr P. R. Elliott, Dr P. 
G. S. Entwistle, Professor K. A. O. Fulton, Mr M. Hart, Professor S. Henig, 
Mrs C. T. Hensman, Mr G. Johnson, Dr M. M. Lee, Mr S. A. J. Leyton, Mr G. 
Middlebrook, Mr H. Morris, Mr H. Nichol, Dr C. C. Park, Professor P. Rowe, 
Dr K. J. Stringer, Mr R. Turner, Mrs V. Watkins, Ms J. M. Whiteside. 
 
IN ATTENDANCE:  Professor N. Abercrombie, Mr C. Adams, Ms F. M. 
Aiken, Professor R. B. Davies, Mr B. Gray, Mr W. S. Lunn, Mrs M. E. 
McClintock, Professor R. Macdonald, Mr A. Madeley, Ms G. Marshall, Mrs S. 
Randall-Paley, Ms V. Tyrrell, Ms V. C. Walshe, Mr A. Whitaker. 
 
APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE:  Mr R. Emslie, Ms C. Johnston, Mr K. Royales. 

 
 
CO.2003/27 Strategic planning process 
 

Documents:  AR/2003/468; revised plan as at April 2003 
 

27.1 Introduction 
 

The Pro-Chancellor welcomed Mr Bryan Gray, Pro-Chancellor Elect, to the 
meeting.  He reminded the Council that it had a responsibility to know 
what the university’s strategy was, to understand it and to decide 
whether it was happy with it.  While 2008 was used as the current 
perspective, the Council should be confident that it had a clear view of 
where and why the university was moving in the long term, and the dates 
by when the university would attain the goals it set for itself.  There was 
also a need to understand what had either not yet been considered or was 
dependent on decisions taken by external agencies, and to acknowledge 
areas of uncertainty and to decide how to deal with them. 
 
The Vice-Chancellor noted that he had explained at the previous meeting 
what the driving forces behind the plan were, and he wanted on the 
present occasion to highlight the following six issues. 
 



(a) Engagement:  there was a need to deal with feedback in a more 
contemporary, productive and catholic approach (for example, 
from students about curriculum design), to consider how to build 
into the institution a wider breadth of student community than 
previously, and to examine the effectiveness of internal 
communication and management skills that were fit for purpose. 

 
(b) Teaching and research:  in both areas there was a principal focus 

on quality.  That would include a strong aspirational target about a 
minimum of a 5 rating for all research units of assessment, from an 
exercise that would take place in 2007.  Succession planning in key 
departments was necessary, as well as a cluster of new initiatives 
in health, environment, advanced studies and InfoLab21.  In 
particular there was a need to increase the proportion of research 
funding that came from the private sector, to bring Lancaster into 
line with comparator institutions. 

 
(c) Infrastructure:  a section of the plan was about revitalising the 

colleges, and rebuilding some of them, as well as developing the 
campus more generally.  The estates strategy needed to be brought 
into alignment with other institutional aspirations, and major 
items of equipment were needed, especially in the sciences. 

 
(d) Outreach:  there was a careful attempt in the document to balance 

regional concerns with the national and international alignments 
of the university.  This broad heading included the management of 
intellectual property, exposure to changing patterns of student 
geographical origins, and a range of external parties with a stake in 
the vitality of Lancaster. 

 
(e) Organisational excellence:  thought was needed about systems and 

about areas of high risk, including management processes, human 
resource support, or student registration.  There was much 
modernisation to undertake, with inevitable attendant risks at 
moments of transition.  A key question was whether the current 
management structures were offering sufficient speed of response 
and were effective in the context of the institution’s cultural 
history. 

 
(f) Growth strategy:  the university was close to the possibility of 

substantial growth, including in overseas students numbers.  
Funding issues included the support of students in financial need 
by a variety of means, as well as the expansion of non-HEFC(E) 
funding.  A reasonable aspiration was a 15% in turnover over five 
years, over and above annual inflation; not a sharp increase, but a 
steady growth, brought on at the correct speed. 



27.2 Group discussion 
 

Those present jointed one of three groups for discussion around a 
particular theme.  The reports back from the groups were as follows. 
 
27.2.1: Networks, collaborations and alliances 

(rapporteur:  Mr G. Middlebrook) 
 
The group had emphasised the need for the university to achieve 
clarity about its distinctive strengths, and to enhance collaboration 
with other agencies in the North West, where available funding 
streams grow demand and buy quality.  The university should, 
building on strength, target key businesses such as British 
Aerospace.  An understanding of the university’s products was 
necessary, in order to present them nationally and internationally, 
and to take action in respect of distinctive aims:  world-wide 
recruitment, cutting-edge research, a college and campus 
environment for students and staff, a more efficient organisation, 
alliances home and abroad, and better marketing of the value of 
the university. 
 

27.2.2: Teaching, learning and the student experience 
(rapporteur:  Mr A. Dick) 
 
The group had concentrated on marketing and the development of 
future disciplines.  The potential tension between teaching and 
research, and the importance of improving teaching, had been 
recognised:  while reputation came from research, most income 
came from teaching.  The university had to work in a global 
environment, but also in the region, and there was a question 
about how to sustain the university’s brand while accommodating 
changes to life-long learning and the growth of Foundation 
Degrees.  There was a need for collaboration with other 
universities, and there might be scope for the provision of 
academic apprenticeships, sponsored by employers.  Students 
might in part be recruited via employers, but with workplace 
projects for all of them:  in that case, however, there would be 
issues about their supervision, as well as the need for a database of 
suitable employers.  The group had noted the recent significant 
work on the student database and applications of it, and funding 
appeals had been made to alumni.  The university might also look 
at acquiring the Investors in People kitemark. 
 
Previously it had appeared that undergraduates were looking 
particularly at facilities, while postgraduates were particularly 
concerned with the quality of teaching:  it was however becoming 
evident that all categories of student were looking keenly at value 
for money across the board, especially when they came from 
institutions with high quality facilities of their own. 



27.2.3: Research and Third Mission 
(rapporteur:  Mr R. Turner) 
 
The group has endorsed the Strategic Plan as a good and 
exhaustive list of strategies and challenges for the university, and 
had sought to go beyond that statement, including discussion of 
benchmarks, timing and responsibility for implementation.  The 
importance of energising and motivating individuals had been 
emphasised, since little progress would otherwise be made, and 
that was linked with the importance of slick and effective 
management processes.  More investment might be needed, but 
the expectation was that the extra resources would be more than 
recovered by additional income.  The university also needed to 
address its slow and cumbersome pace of change and break the 
cycle of inertia. 
 
Turning to the university’s research activity, the group had 
perceived the need to encourage and stimulate research activities, 
in some areas to improve its quality and provide more expert 
technical support, to increase the proportion of private sector 
funding, and to develop better management processes for 
research, including an examination of the viability of particular 
areas.  While there was an aspiration to raise research ratings to 5 
or more across the board, and hence to improve the approximately 
30% of staff not at present in such units of assessment, there was 
recognition that the other 70% or more also needed to be 
sustained.  There was a need to raise the profile of the university 
and make its achievements better known.  While the university 
was good at generating intellectual property, it had a relatively 
poor track record in harnessing it, and efforts should be made to 
develop licenses in order to gain profit from its new ideas. 
 
 

27.3 General discussion 
 

The following additional points arising from the discussion were made: 
 
(a) the regional networks were not wholly finance-driven; 
(b) while the mission statement needed re-examination if it was not 

clear, scrutiny of it suggested that its meaning was evident; 
(c) the requirement to ensure that financial stability continued was 

paramount, to generate a sufficient annual surplus for the funding 
of new ventures. 

 



The Vice-Chancellor noted that no one was telling him the plan was 
wrong.  It was more thematic than the plans of other institutions, and the 
area of distinctiveness was in the goals.  The common theme from all the 
groups, and the point of unification, was about better marketing of the 
university and its successes, and the need to make the achievements less 
concealed and more visible.  The discussions had been rich in 
commenting on teaching, research and the region, but had been relatively 
silent on the student experience, the infrastructure and the estate, and the 
management processes i.e. the feedback was less comprehensive than the 
spread of subjects in the document. 
 
The pro-vice-chancellors commented as follows: 
 
(A) the discussion had shown support for the research objectives, and 

offered useful feedback, but the insistence on speed needed to be 
set against a more careful analysis of research risks; 

(B) because the market reputation of the university was so important, 
it should be researched.  At present there was a risk within the 
sector for any university that sought to make itself distinctive, but 
Lancaster should consider whether in the future the need to be 
distinctive would increase and how Lancaster should market itself.  
At the moment Lancaster and Manchester both presented 
themselves as part of a homogenous system, but perhaps the 
message to intending students should be more about Lancaster’s 
location or relative size.  Furthermore, if the market would in 
future shape the university’s provision, Lancaster should 
concentrate more on attracting non-standard students; 

(C) Lancaster may not yet be able to identify how it is distinctive, and 
product differentiation was not necessarily appropriate.  If 
however regionalism within the UK was becoming more 
significant, the university should consider whether it needed to 
make more adjustments, or whether the concept was subsumed in 
what was already set out; 

(D) the institution should recognise its shortcomings in its slowness of 
response to regional initiatives, and even to additional funding 
opportunities, but there were the beginnings of change.  While the 
university was perceived to be an ivory tower, the real issue was 
about how much energy and effort the university would invest in 
the region.  There was a complex balance between whether 
universities should be differentiated corporately, or at a subsidiary 
level, according to particular issues.  The discussion about 
responsibility and commitment to particular regions was taking 
place throughout the UK. 

 



The following additional points were made: 
 
(i) all three groups had advocated more slick or new processes to 

make the decision-making quicker and better; 
(ii) the pressure for more speed had to be set against the burden of 

regulation, affecting both input and output.  The university’s own 
regulations were however perhaps too heavy; 

(iii) while the Vice-Chancellor was making an impact on the national 
scene, in order to project Lancaster more fully, academic staff were 
perhaps more narrowly focussed.  An alternative perspective was 
that academic staff had to operate on an international stage in the 
equivalent of long deep valleys that precluded a view of the whole 
landscape.  The aim should be to recognise the value of their 
activity and to build in an additional layer of statements about 
thematic excellence in an institution that was small and of high 
quality; 

(iv) one additional issue the university had to face over the next 15 to 
20 years was that while of the bulk of young people would be born 
and brought up in the eastern hemisphere, the main educational 
provision was concentrated in the west, and so debate was 
necessary about how to sustain teaching activity within a different 
geographical context; 

(v) the Vice-Chancellor’s expectation was that Lancaster would not 
merge with anyone but remain small and excellent, and skilful at 
forming alliances; 

(vi) because the long-term role of the UK would not be in 
manufacturing, and continuing to live on inherited strength would 
not be possible, the country and hence the university would lose 
standing and reputation unless intellectual property was put to 
better purpose.  Lancaster must continue to show how it could 
apply its own intellectual property and hence the research focus of 
the institution was important; 

(vii) distinctiveness was a strength, and if it was not yet defined within 
the Lancaster family, then there was a need to be tough-minded in 
understanding where it should be located; 

(viii) the region was a focus for good or ill and should be seen as a 
strength.  It itself was large, complex and distinctive and was ready 
and willing to talk and work with the university; 

(ix) the key foci of the plan should be redefined to make them more 
prominent within it; 

(v) the original consultative networks for the plan might be built upon 
in its implementation. 

 
 

27.4 The Pro-Chancellor thanked all those present for their participation in 
and contribution to the debate. 


