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The National Centre for Entrepreneurship in Education was set up by government 
in 2004 to support higher education to embed enterprise and entrepreneurship. 
For the last 10 years we have run Entrepreneurial Leaders - a programme to 
support senior and emerging leaders to manage change and embed an innovative 
and creative culture. Over 180 people have been through the programme with 
many becoming vice-chancellors. In our anniversary year, with significant change 
buffeting the sector, we asked leaders their views on their jobs, their institutions, 
and the future of higher education.

Higher education is a part of the established order and built on incredibly 
long lived models of operation. The pace of change of society in which these 
institutions exist means that change and uncertainty become expected and 
continual. Being prepared for change, being able to act and react and to alter 
direction both quickly and thoughtfully become essential in education 
leadership. New entrants to the sector, new models of delivery and 
technologically-enabled learning, greater regulation and many other factors 
mean that leaders in higher education need to be able to take risk and 
deliver results in ways that they may never have expected.

Ian Dunn, Provost, Coventry University and Chair of NCEE

Foreword
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Findings at a glance
Over 50 higher education leaders told us what they think about leadership and the 
future of the sector.  We see higher education having to navigate financial 
uncertainty and make significant changes to their institutions. University leaders 
describe a need to think differently and for institutions to diversify income, but 
80% are confident in the ability of their institution to change and adapt.
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How is leadership changing?

 1

• The nature of leadership has changed for all respondents in the past three years. 
They highlight the need to think differently, to be innovative, and to be creative

• Two thirds of leaders say the complexity of challenges their institution faces is 
their top challenge. External forces dominate this list of challenges

• Over the next few years navigating financial uncertainty, driving internal change 
and developing a culture of innovation will be the most important activities for 
higher education leaders

• Responding effectively to regulators, marketing and communications are lowest 
on the given list of priorities for leaders over the next few years

• Developing new local partnerships and collaborations ranks slightly higher than 
developing new international partnerships.

Increased flexibility at clearing combined with students making choices 
later in the cycle has resulted in greater variability in predicted models of 
student recruitment and subsequent finances. Volatility in student 
recruitment has resulted in more diverse income streams often in smaller, 
even more volatile markets. It is therefore necessary for entrepreneurial 
leaders to drive a culture of innovation and creativity within their institution 
to help navigate the financial uncertainty.

Dr Adam Shore, Director, School of Business and Management, 
Faculty of Business and Law, Liverpool John Moores University



All respondents felt that the nature of leadership has changed over the past few 

years. For 86% of respondents this meant a need to ‘think differently’ to other 
institutions due to increased competition, and for 80% a greater need for 
innovation and creativity.

Figure 1
How has the nature of leadership changed for you in the past few 
years?
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The external forces buffeting institutions are occupying the attention of higher 
education leaders. The top challenges are the complexity of challenges facing 
their institutions (66%), too many demands on their time (54%), and dealing 
with continual change and uncertainty (53%). Internal issues such as leading 
teams (7%) and securing institutional support (10%) rank lower.

(Respondents ranked top three challenges in order of importance; graph shows weighted responses)
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Figure 2
What are the top challenges you face in your role as a higher 
education leader?

Two thirds of leaders say the 
complexity of challenges their 
institution faces is their top challenge



We asked how important the following activities will be for higher education leaders 
over the next few years. Navigating financial uncertainty tops the list (90%), 
followed by driving internal change (89.8%) and developing a culture of innovation 
(89.2%). Developing new local partnerships and collaborations (83.5%) ranks 
slightly higher than developing new international partnerships (81%).

Responding effectively to regulators (72.5%), marketing and branding (75.5%), 
and communicating with the public and the media (76%) feature lower – perhaps 
seen as the responsibility of others within the institution, or secondary to the 
broader financial and strategic concerns that top the list.

(Respondents chose from 5 point Likert scale for each option from Very Important to Not Important; 
responses weighted and converted to percentage)
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Table 1
How important will the following activities be for higher education 
leaders over the next few years?

Responding effectively to regulators 
is lowest on the list of priorities for 
leaders over the next few years



9

Entrepreneurial institutions?

2

• Managing internal change and diversifying income are top institutional priorities 
at the moment. Maintaining business as usual ranks much lower

• 85% feel their institution will need a complete overhaul or to make significant 
changes to adapt to financial pressures

• Changes are also needed in teaching and learning provision. 80% feel significant 
changes are needed to adapt to changing methods of teaching and/or to meet 
the expectations of students

• All but one institution feel that significant change is needed in at least one area

• There is more confidence in England to adapt to change than other parts of the 
UK or overseas.

Very few higher education leaders could have predicted the vast changes 
that have impacted on UK universities over the last few years. It is unlikely 
that even the finest strategic and financial plans could have identified 
actions to mitigate the combined impact of all these changes. It is therefore 
no surprise that many universities are seeking to ease financial pressures 
by, for example, implementing changes to their academic and 
administrative processes, reducing complexity or through reorganising and 
restructuring in order to survive and succeed.

Professor Lesley Dobree, Director NCEE Entrepreneurial Leaders and Entrepreneurial 
Heads and Executive Coach



Higher education leaders report that managing internal change (number one 

priority for nearly 40% of respondents, and number two for a further 22%) and 
diversifying income (first or second priority for 59% of respondents) are top 
institutional priorities at the moment. 

(Respondents ranked options in order of importance; graph shows percentage of respondents who 
ranked each option highest or second highest priority)
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Figure 3
What are the top priorities for your institution at the moment?
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85% of respondents feel their institution will need a complete overhaul or to make 
significant changes to adapt to financial pressures. Over 70% feel the same for 
adapting to changing methods of teaching, and over 60% to meet the 
expectations of students. All but one institution feel significant change is 
needed in at least one area, showing the extent of change in the sector.

(Graph shows percentage of respondents who selected ‘complete overhaul’ or ‘significant changes’ for 
each option; ranked by ‘complete overhaul’. International alumni removed from the two Brexit options 
and percentages adjusted accordingly)

Figure 4
To what extent do you think your institution will need to change to 
adapt to the following? 



There is confidence in the sector. Despite reporting that nearly all institutions face 

significant change, 80% of respondents are very (41%) or partly (39%) confident 
in the ability of their institution to adapt to change and competition over the next 

few years. This includes all of the 10% of respondents that feel their institution 
will need a complete overhaul or to make significant changes in all or all but one of 

the seven areas (figure 4). 48% of respondents from England are very confident in 
the ability of their institution to adapt to change; for respondents from non-

English institutions this figure falls to 11%.
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Table 2
Are you confident in the ability of your institution to adapt to 
change and competition over the next few years?

Nearly half of respondents from 
England but only 11% from elsewhere 
are very confident in the ability of their 
institution to adapt to change
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Entrepreneurial Leaders
We asked alumni of our Entrepreneurial Leaders programme what they most 
valued from it. 91% highlighted new perspectives from other institutions and 
leaders. 80% said networking and new contacts, and two thirds most valued 
gaining new knowledge on entrepreneurial approaches.

65% of respondents are leading changes in their institution in response to 
changes affecting the sector. These range from income diversification to 
developing apprenticeships, and engaging with the civic university agenda to 
integrating enterprise and entrepreneurship in student teaching.

3

For more on NCEE’s Entrepreneurial Leaders 
programme visit ncee.org.uk/leadership/

Table 3
What have you most valued from your participation in the 
Entrepreneurial Leaders programme?

To be a high-performing leader I believe you must challenge your views and 
approach. The best way to do this is to gain exposure to a broad range of 
perspectives from different organisations and their leaders – it is only by doing 
this that you can drive innovation, growth and your leadership credibility.

Andrew Stevenson, Director of Research and Enterprise Development, 
University of Lincoln
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Who responded?

respondents from 
33 institutions51
respondents 
from Scotland3

international alumni 
(Australia, Denmark, 
Portugal)

3
respondents from 
Wales2

respondents 
from England42

respondent from 
Northern Ireland1

Experience

have 5-10 
years of 
experience

4% have 2-5 years 
of experience4%

have more than 
15 years of 
experience in 
higher education

76% have 10-15 
years of 
experience

16% In total:

at least
years of experience 
in higher education

679

Seniority
project/ 
programme 
lead level

2%at VC, DVC, 
PVC level49% Director/

Head level49%

Mission groups
University 
Alliance 
respondents 
(11 institutions)

22
18 respondents (13 institutions) 
belong to no mission group 
(not counting international respondents)

18

MillionPlus 
respondents 
(4 institutions)

5 Russell Group 
respondents 
(2 institutions)

3
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To speak to us about the issues in this report or to discuss the work of NCEE, 
please contact Ceri Nursaw, CEO: ceri.nursaw@ncee.org.uk

Credits: report analysis by James Ransom (james.ransom@ncee.org.uk) and 
report design by Wax Designworks Limited (waxdesignworks.com)


