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Strategic Review of Admissions 
 
Proposed Resolution/Action 
The Senate is asked to discuss the Strategic Review of Admissions. 
 
Document Status  
Open. 
 
Previous Committee Consideration 
UEC discussed an early draft of this paper on 24 February 2014 . Education Committee endorsed 
the proposals on 30 April 2014 subject to minor amendments which are incorporated into this 
version. 
 

 
Executive Summary 

1. At a national level, undergraduate admissions is becoming increasingly competitive and there 
are increasing expectations amongst applicants and their advisers about the quality of the 
applicant experience.  The University’s direct competitors are continuing to increase their 
entrant numbers so that the supply of places outpaces demand.  In 2015 the first graduating 
cohort of undergraduates who have paid £9k fees will have the opportunity to apply for 
postgraduate study.  It is difficult, at this stage, to predict how student behaviour might be 
affected by changes, but the financial implications for Durham University could be significant.  
So, is the University’s current admissions system efficient and effective enough in relation to 
these current and emerging changes in the admissions context? 
 

2. The University needs an optimised admissions system, which will safeguard the recruitment of 
the most able and suitable candidates and secure the University’s fee income stream of 
approximately £140 million. It must enable the University to respond flexibly to change and 
enhance the quality of the applicant experience. 
 

3. This report therefore presents the results of an internal review of the current admissions 
process with these questions in mind.  The review evaluated the effectiveness and efficiency of 
the current process, and tested out options for improvement. The review considered both 
undergraduate and postgraduate admissions, and covered all stages in the admissions 
process; namely, the setting of standards, recruitment, selection, conversion, and admissions 
processing.  The review considered evidence from internal focus groups, an internal survey, 
and the lessons-learned from internal pilots of centralised admissions decision-making, 
together with external benchmarking against three institutions which have moved to a more 
centralised model.  
 

4. The key drivers of the review were: a need to respond to an increasingly competitive 
environment with higher applicant expectations; a concern that the current process may be 
inefficient; and a concern that there are insufficient controls over the implementation of 
institutional policy. 
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5. Various options were considered for developing a more efficient process.  One of the 
considerations was the level of devolution in the admissions process.   Visits were made to 
three institutions that had pursued more centralised options.  However, it was clear that none of 
them had implemented fully centralised admissions processes and none of them had 
implemented new processes through revolutionary change.   They allowed for different models 
of operation for recruiting programmes and selecting programmes.  The visits did not reveal a 
model that was readily transferrable to Durham, since each institution was responding to its 
own place in the market and its own internal structures. They were looking for benefits in 
effectiveness rather than reduced cost.   
 

6. A large number of staff is involved in admissions across Durham University, and whilst modest 
savings are possible through process changes, the review recommends that the benefits of any 
efficiency saving should first be targeted at conversion activity, so that the overall result would 
be stronger recruitment and higher income rather than resource savings. 
 

7. With regard to the effectiveness of Durham’s current process, the review found that there is 
poorly defined and understood responsibility for conversion activity, and that this is a particular 
example of a wider lack of clarity about roles and accountabilities in the admissions process 
across departments, colleges and professional services.  
 

8. This report asks the Education Committee and Senate to consider six key changes, which 
would introduce the following:  

a. better coordination of conversion activity, with clearly defined responsibilities, 
underpinned by enhanced IT systems (see para. 48); 

b. clearer definitions of roles and accountabilities, with formal matrix management to 
ensure that anyone who has a role in the admissions process is accountable for its 
delivery, irrespective of where that individual is located (see para. 49); 

c. recognition of a fundamental distinction between pre-qualification and post-
qualification undergraduate admissions decisions, managing post-qualification 
decisions separately in view of a defined set of institutional priorities (see para. 50); 

d. automation of  some stages in the current processes with further IT developments 
(see para. 51); 

e. offer factors for postgraduate programmes to mitigate the risk of under-recruitment 
(see para. 52); 

f. the targeted and tailored introduction of a two stage selection process, initially 
where it will have maximum benefit, with the possibility of implementing it more 
widely (see paras. 53-55). 

9. These changes aim to optimise the admissions process, safeguarding the recruitment of the 
most able and suitable candidates and securing the University’s income stream. They will 
enable the University to respond more flexibly to change and enhance the quality of the 
applicant experience. 
 

10. If Education Committee and Senate are minded to approve these proposals then their 
implementation will be taken forward in phases in accordance with the indicative timeline set 
out below (paras.61-66).  The first priority will be given to high volume taught postgraduate 
programmes and targeted undergraduate access groups, and then all other programmes.  
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FULL REPORT 
 
Why we needed to Review Our Admissions Processes 

11. At a national level, undergraduate admissions is becoming increasingly competitive and there 
are increasing expectations amongst applicants and their advisers about the quality of the 
applicant experience.  With the lifting of the student number control on the most able students 
and the announcement of its imminent abolition for all students, the University’s direct 
competitors are continuing to increase their entrant numbers so that the supply of places 
outpaces demand.  Applicants are in a position to demand higher standards of admissions 
service from the competing university suppliers.  So, is the University’s current admissions 
system efficient and effective enough in relation to these current and emerging changes in the 
admissions context? 
 

12. Nationally in 2013,1 institutions increased the number of offers they made to undergraduate 
applicants by 9 per cent, the highest level ever recorded.   This represented the largest 
increase in over a decade in the proportion of applicants selected for an offer.  From the 
applicants’ point of view, more offers were accepted: acceptances for higher tariff institutions 
increased by 10 per cent. This is twice as large as any previous annual increase recorded.  Yet 
achievement of A level grades compared to predicted grades continued to decline, with a fall in 
the proportion of UK 18 year olds holding qualifications in the higher grade ABB+ group.  
 

13. There has also been a significant shift in undergraduate applicant behaviour in the post-
qualification period.  Nationally in 2013, accepted applicants who applied directly through 
Clearing, increased by over 20 per cent on 2012.  Moreover, institutional competition in this 
period led to an increase in new student “wastage”, through deferrals and withdrawals between 
August and October, which for Durham was double that in previous years.   In the last two 
cycles, more than 20 per cent of Durham undergraduate admissions decisions were completed 
in the post-qualification period through near miss acceptance and adjustment admission.   
 

14. We also have to meet access targets in a context where the entry rate of young people from 
disadvantaged backgrounds to higher tariff institutions remains much lower than for young 
people in advantaged areas.  Are there sufficient controls in the University’ current processes 
over the implementation of institutional policy, such as over the use of contextual data and fair 
access in selection? 
 

15. Uncertainty over student numbers is compounded by higher fees.  So the effect of small shifts 
in number, which might have been insignificant in previous years when the fees paid by a 
student were less than £3,500, may now be very significant when a student pays £9,000.  The 
higher level of income deriving from fees, approximately £140 million, implies a much greater 
financial risk for the institution.   
 

16. Undergraduate recruitment is more complex than postgraduate, since there are institutional 
risks associated with both under-recruiting and over-recruiting.  Given the University’s 
accommodation guarantee, having too many undergraduates carries the risk of not being able 
to accommodate them all, and therefore we have to actively manage numbers down to within 
the planned targets.  There is a corresponding financial risk if we under-recruit, and fail to make 
the budgeted tuition fee income.  We therefore equally have to manage the numbers up to 
planned targets.  The resulting target window is very small.  
 

                                                
1
 Data in this and the following paragraph are from the UCAS 2013 Application Cycle: End of Cycle Report 
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17. In 2015 the first graduating cohort of undergraduates who have paid £9k fees will have the 
opportunity to apply for postgraduate study.  It is difficult, at this stage, to predict how student 
behaviour might be affected by changes in these levels of undergraduate fees, but the inability 
of taught postgraduate students to access financial support for their studies is likely to be an 
important factor in their decision-making process. The financial implications for Durham 
University could be significant.  
 

18. Postgraduate recruitment is particularly vulnerable to the collapse of key markets. The 
institutional drive must therefore be to maximise the number of applications and to maximise 
the conversion rate of offers made to acceptances.   
 

19. So is the current admissions process efficient?  Is it taking up staff time that could otherwise be 
released for better purposes either within the admission process or outside it: e.g. for 
conversion activity or for teaching and research? 
 

20. Pitching the balance between competing risks and drivers is not at all easy.  The University 
needs maximum flexibility at an institutional level.  It needs an optimised admissions system, 
which will safeguard the recruitment of the most able and suitable candidates and secure the 
University’s income stream. It must enable the University to respond flexibly to change and 
enhance the quality of the applicant experience. 
 
Scope of the Review 

21. The review set out to evaluate the efficiency and effectiveness of the key elements of the 
current admissions process, and devise and test out options which would bring about 
improvements.  This report gives an overall narrative of the main conclusions and proposals.  
Detailed process mapping has been completed as part of the review work.2 
 

22. The review covered both undergraduate and postgraduate admissions, and encompassed the 
following key elements: the setting of entry standards, recruitment, selection, conversion, and 
admissions processing.  The review therefore encompasses all phases of the admissions 
process, and is applicable to all student types: undergraduate, postgraduate, home, and 
international.  From the point of view of the review, the key differentiation is not student type, 
but whether a programme is in the position of having to maximise its number of applications or 
having to make difficult selection decisions; in other words whether it is broadly recruiting or 
selecting.  This is not a hard and fast differentiation since all programmes are likely to be 
recruiting for some kinds of student, even if for the most part it is selecting, e.g., recruiting 
international students and students from low socio-economic backgrounds whilst selecting for 
others.  
 

23. The main body of this report is concerned with admissions to taught programmes, whether they 
are undergraduate or postgraduate.  Postgraduate research students are considered 
separately as a particular case in the final section of the report. 
 

24. The evaluation of the current process involved soliciting internal feedback from those currently 
involved in the admissions process through focus groups and surveys, and comparing the 
findings with those from visits to other institutions3 that have adopted more centralised models 
of admissions.  The evaluation also looked at the lessons-learned from internal pilots of 
centralised admissions decision-making. 
 
External Visits 

25. From the visits to other institutions, it was clear that none of them had fully implemented 
centralised admissions.  Those institutions that had implemented a 'centralised model' had in 
fact only implemented a partly centralised model.  Moreover, none of them had made a 
revolutionary change, but each had begun to centralise on a smaller scale and expanded the 

                                                
2
 The process maps are available on request. 

3
 Bristol, Warwick, York 
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centralisation in response to business needs, recognising that for some areas of admissions a 
strong case could be made for a devolved system. This allowed for different models of 
operation: for some recruiting subjects, it was possible to issue an offer centrally for any 
applicant that met the entry requirements in terms of predicted grades and subjects studied; for 
other subject areas where the entry was highly competitive, there was more likely to be 
devolved decision-making; and there were more complex arrangements for subject areas 
falling between these two extremes, with criteria set in conjunction with the department, and 
many (sometimes the majority of) decisions made centrally on the basis of those criteria.   
 

26. At the time part-centralisation was first introduced at the institutions visited, there were mixed 
reactions from their departments to the initial prospect of centralisation, with some academics 
seeing it as a burden being lifted, but others being concerned about the lack of control over 
standards and numbers.  That said, departments that had passed on the selection role to a 
central service had no desire to take it back.  
 

27. Whilst a key driver for change was a desire to free staff time and reduce costs, this aim was 
only partly realised in that the institutions had tended to underestimate the resource required to 
deliver the more centralised model that they had planned. In the end they gained benefits in 
effectiveness rather than reduced cost. 
 

28. The visits did not reveal a model that was readily transferrable to Durham, since each 
institution was responding to its own place in the market and its own internal structures.   
 
The Current Arrangements with International Undergraduate Applicants 

29. Durham already has a part-centralised selection process.  In 2010, Education Committee was 
concerned that the then current application process was not efficient and was resulting in the 
loss of well-qualified international undergraduate applicants due to the length of time taken to 
make decisions compared to competitor institutions in the UK and overseas.  It decided 
therefore to centralise the relevant decision-making within the International Office.  The 
International Office worked with admission selectors to develop a detailed list of equivalent 
qualifications for all degree programmes, which were then published on the University’s 
website.  This allowed for a consistent and transparent approach to the selection of 
international undergraduate students. 
 

30. The centralised process was introduced in 2010 and has been running since.  In the recent 
internal survey it was recognised that a key benefit of centralising international admissions is 
that overseas qualifications and English language test results were considered by staff more 
familiar with them.  The survey raised some questions about the quality of students admitted in 
the period since 2010.  However, post 2012 there has been strict alignment between the actual 
entry standards for home and international applicants, with the same near miss entry standards 
being applied to both.  Moreover, international undergraduate recruitment has been close to or 
bettered its challenging targets in this last two years.   
 
The SGIA Pilot 

31. The University has also trialled a centralised selection process for taught postgraduate 
students.  Education Committee approved a trial that covered the majority of taught 
postgraduate programmes in the School of Government and International Affairs (SGIA).  
During the twelve month period of the trial which commenced in November 2011, admissions 
decisions were made by staff working in the central Admissions Office (SRAO).  The trial aimed 
to explore the feasibility and resource requirements of a centralised taught postgraduate 
admissions function, as well as providing an opportunity to understand the actions required for 
this to take place. 
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32. For the reasons listed below, the trial did not increase registrations to taught postgraduate 
programmes in SGIA as the number of students recruited for the 2012 year of entry was lower 
than in 2011. However, 2011 was an anomaly. Almost identical numbers to 2012 were 
recruited in 2010 and in 2013 when admissions decisions were made in the School.  
 

33. The following lessons were learned through the trial: 
a. Detailing selection criteria is not a simple exercise and requires an ongoing 

conversation informed by practical application of the criteria in order to identify the 
finer detail of how decisions are made.  A department may be exercising greater 
flexibility than is apparent in the stated criteria.  It is important to share this tacit 
knowledge before decision making responsibility is fully transferred.  A gradual 
transfer of responsibility is the best approach. 

b. The locus of responsibility for conversion activity and what this entails must be well 
defined in order to maintain or improve recruitment. 

c. Locating both processing and decision making in the same unit can improve 
turnaround times from application to offer and in processing visa requirements. 

d. Locating decision making in another unit can release resource within a department 
that could be directed to conversion and other activities and there can be a net 
resource saving overall to the institution. 

 
34. The trial determined more clearly what steps would be needed in a more centralised process 

and how much resource is required to ensure an effective transfer of decision making outside 
of an academic department.  During the trial a grade 4 Admissions Assistant supported the 
processing of new applications and all associated administration.  0.4fte of their time was 
devoted to supporting PGT SGIA applications.  Admissions decisions were made by staff 
already employed within SRAO with previous experience of making decisions on applications.  
Two grade 7/8 staff were involved in each decision, replicating the requirements on academic 
departments, and it involved 0.1fte of their aggregate time.  In total this was 0.5 fte in SRAO.  
This compared with a total of 0.6fte staff time in SGIA before the trial, comprised as follows: 
Grade 4, 0.3fte; Grade 5, 0.2fte; academic staff, 0.1fte. 
 

35. The locus of responsibility for conversion activities and what they entail was not sufficiently 
clear. SRAO had understood that the School would continue to retain responsibility for 
conversion activity with applicants once an offer had been made. However, in retrospect SRAO 
realised that this view was not shared by SGIA.  As there is currently no way to monitor and co-
ordinate conversion activities across the University, it was evident that the implementation of a 
University-wide CRM system would be a significant improvement. 
 
Internal Evaluation 

36. The option for greater centralisation was explored directly in the internal focus groups that 
formed part of the evidence for the review.  Concerns were raised about such a prospect: a 
concern that professional services are not sufficiently attuned to the needs of departments, the 
perception of a lack of control over standards and numbers, and a concern that selectors 
outside of the department would make more algorithmic judgements rather than having the 
subject expertise to take informed and nuanced qualitative judgements, so undermining the 
confidence of applicants and their advisers in the process. 
 

37. On the question of conversion activity, internal and external evidence concurs.  It is clear that in 
common with other institutions, Durham has not defined responsibility for conversion activity 
adequately.  Whilst in principle departments and colleges have responsibilities in this regard, 
those responsibilities are not well-defined and they are not consistently fulfilled.  Different 
arrangements apply to undergraduate and postgraduate students. 
 

38. On the question of speed, compared to the majority of its competitors, the University is 
relatively slow in its decision-making, although the effect of this can be over-stated.  Looking at 
the statistics for the past three undergraduate admissions cycles, offers made after the 1 
February appear marginally more likely to be declined than offers made before this date.  More 
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significantly, international applicants want a decision early enough for them to have time to 
apply for a visa and, if relevant, get funding that is reliant on holding an offer in place.  The 
timing of offers needs to be optimised, and communication around timescales needs to be 
improved. 
 

39. In relation to the other three elements of the admissions process that were subject to review, 
neither internally nor during the external visits were significant concerns raised about the 
current arrangements for the setting of entry standards or recruitment activity or admissions 
processing. 
 
Is the current admissions process efficient and effective?  

40. On the question of efficiency and effectiveness, the evidence would indicate that the current 
process has aspects that are inefficient and ineffective.   
 

41. A large number of staff is involved in admissions across Durham University.  About 100 
academic staff are involved in undergraduate admissions.  If we take the sample self-declared 
workload statements at face value, on average each of these members of staff devotes about 
12% of their time to the task.  Additionally, there are just short of 50 departmental 
administrative staff involved, each of whom, according to the same sample self-declaration, 
devotes on average about 60% of their time to admissions.   This equates to about 12 fte 
academic staff and 30 fte administrative staff across all departments.  The intensity of resource 
reflects the highly competitive nature of undergraduate entry and the need for some 
departments to spend considerable time finding reasons to eliminate applicants from a highly-
qualified but too-numerous set and then deal with feedback requests from unsuccessful 
applicants.  
 

42. By contrast, the postgraduate entry is far less selective, and consequently occupies less staff 
resource.  Although over 100 academic staff have a role in postgraduate admissions, they each 
spend on average less than 5% of their time on the task, and the 30 departmental 
administrators involved in the process spend on average less than half of their time on the task, 
which equates to about 5 fte academic staff and 13 fte administrative staff across all 
departments.   This does not include the Business School where approximately ten members 
of non-academic staff are involved in a departmental administratively-run postgraduate 
admissions system, with an equal number involved in marketing these programmes. 
 

43. It is, however, difficult to make comparisons with other institutions over the level of resource 
that might be required in a centralised system, because there is no other equivalent highly-
selecting institution with a centralised system.  It would undoubtedly be possible to save some 
resource in a centralised model, but it would be easy to be over-optimistic about the level of 
savings.  Whilst there was approximately a 16% resource saving during the SGIA pilot, this 
saving could have been absorbed by greater attention to conversion activity, so that the overall 
result would have been stronger recruitment and higher income rather than resource saving. 
 

44. In most respects the current admissions process is effective.  The majority of departments 
respond to institutional policy, but some departments are less assiduous and operate to some 
extent with hidden and opaque selection criteria.  Ensuring the implementation of institutional 
policy in a devolved system is time-consuming and non-compliance is an ongoing reputational 
and financial risk, particularly with regard to the access agenda. 
 

45. One of the concerns with the current process is that it is a relatively inflexible single process 
that has to deal with decision making on applications to two very different types of programme, 
selecting programmes and recruiting programmes.  The admissions process for these two 
types of programme might be very different. 
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The principles underpinning an optimised admissions process 
46. In thinking through the options for an optimised admissions process, the review was keen to 

safeguard five principles.  

 First, it should aim to ensure that we recruit the most able and suitable candidates, 
whilst achieving the University’s target numbers and securing the income stream. 

 Second, it should be a process that has the confidence of stakeholders: particularly 
applicants and their advisers, but also academic departments, colleges and 
professional services.   

 Third, it should have inbuilt flexibility, both to respond to the different needs of 
recruiting and selecting programmes, but also to respond to any future changes 
imposed either by internal business needs or external requirements.  

 Fourth, the revised process should aim to release some academic staff time and 
better integrate administrative staff time, automating and standardising where 
possible.   

 Fifth, the revised process should be responsive to applicant feedback, since the 
quality of the applicant experience is one of the drivers of change. 

 
The key changes proposed to create an optimised admissions process 

47. This report proposes six key changes to create an optimised admissions process. 
 

48. The first key change proposed is a move to better coordination of conversion activity, 
underpinned by enhanced IT systems to enable timely and high quality communication and a 
record of all interactions.  Roles and responsibilities in conversion would be clearly defined, 
with coordination of communication with applicants from the time of their initial inquiry to the 
confirmation of their place and the pre-induction period.  The review found that engagement 
with postgraduate inquirers and applicants was particularly inconsistent, and whilst 
undergraduate pre-application activity has improved, more is required post-application.  
Increasingly, whether they are postgraduate or undergraduate, applicants and their advisers 
anticipate a responsive, quick and accurate decision, since this is what they receive from the 
majority of our competitors.  Poor responsiveness reduces the likelihood of conversion.   The 
most important element in this is good communication, being even more important than the 
optimised timing of offers.  More should be done to identify effective strategies for conversion 
of applicants, anticipating the needs of applicants and capitalising on the strengths of the 
University.  The introduction of a customer relationship management system would enable a 
major step change in this regard.  It would also improve the available market intelligence. 
 

49. The second key change is a clearer definition of roles and accountabilities.  Anyone who has a 
role in the admissions process must have that role defined and bear a responsibility for fulfilling 
that role and be accountable for its delivery, which should be explicitly managed irrespective of 
where that individual is located.  The University currently operates informal matrix 
management, with poorly defined institutional accountabilities.  This should be formalised.  
Staff, managed within a common University process, should have clearly defined departmental 
and University accountabilities.  Fundamentally, the review seeks to embed a paradigm shift in 
how departments, colleges and the central administration work together.  The aim is to 
increase cooperation across the University, so that the University can respond more flexibly, 
and develop individuals with broader perspectives and skills who can operate more effectively 
in an interconnected environment. 
 

50. The third key change is to recognise a fundamental distinction between pre-qualification 
undergraduate admissions decisions and post-qualification decisions. The review concluded 
that post-qualification decisions must be viewed and managed separately in view of a defined 
set of institutional priorities, as they were in 2013.  In the last two cycles, more than 20% of 
undergraduate admissions decisions were completed in the post-qualification period through 
near miss acceptance and adjustment admission.  It was necessary to have the flexibility to 
respond to external changes, particularly the changes in applicant behaviour around 
adjustment and institutional transfer.  In view of the need for rapid, responsive management 
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during the post-qualification period, communication with departments needs to be enhanced.   
In particular, departments need to understand the decisions made in the Strategic Confirmation 
Meetings, where their interests are represented by faculty officers.   
 

51. The fourth key change is to automate some stages in the current process.  The review has 
identified stages which IT developments could streamline, reducing the need for manual 
administrative intervention and reducing the opportunities for introducing error. Information 
about the required IT developments will be detailed in the operational plan.  
 

52. The fifth key change is around the use of management information for postgraduate 
programmes.  In order to address a lack of understanding of the application, offer and 
acceptance ratios required to deliver targets, the review proposes the introduction of offer 
factors for taught postgraduate programmes, using the monthly admissions statistics produced 
by the admissions office to estimate the application, offer and acceptance ratios required to 
meet departmental targets for these recruiting programmes.  In this case the offer factors would 
be used not as a way of mitigating the risk of over-recruitment, but rather as a way of mitigating 
the risk of under-recruitment. 
 

53. Sixth, the review proposes the introduction of a targeted and tailored two stage selection 
process where this will have maximum benefit, with the possibility of implementing it more 
widely.   The two stages would work like this.  A first filtering of applicants would take place 
centrally and a second stage selection would occur in departments.  The first stage would be 
designed to ensure that the department selector in the second stage would not consider 
applications unnecessarily. 

 The greatest benefit might be in a recruiting area where the least selection is 
required.  For such a recruiting department, the first filter stage would select those 
applicants that obviously met the agreed entry criteria and would issue them an 
offer.  The department would then receive only the remaining weaker more 
borderline applications with a view to determining the final selection between those 
to be accepted and rejected.  

 A two stage process might also work for selecting areas, where the opposite would 
happen.  The first stage of selection would eliminate those applications that clearly 
did not meet the entry requirements and reject them, ensuring that the departmental 
selectors only viewed those applications which might potentially be made an offer, 
from which the departmental selector would make a further cull.  The extent and 
nature of this central sift would be agreed with each department, in accordance with 
some standard regimes, which would be monitored each cycle. 

 In both scenarios, the person responsible for the central sift would be a selector with 
admissions expertise in an assigned set of cognate subjects, who would develop 
and maintain close collaboration with staff in the relevant academic departments. 
The selector would be qualified and trained to be able to make an informed 
judgement on the whole application, including the personal statement and 
reference, such that their decisions could be justified, safeguarding the reputation of 
the University’s selection process. 

 
54. This sixth key change needs to be seen in the light of the fact that more programmes are now 

recruiting rather than selecting.  Undergraduate conversion rates are decreasing and offer 
factors are increasing in compensation, a phenomenon that has been amplified by the 
University’s drive to increase the average entry tariff by raising standard entry requirements.   
 

55. The review recommends that such a change should be trialled carefully, learning the lessons 
from previous trials and the experience of other institutions.  The model should evolve, building 
on success and working with willing departments. 
 

56. By means of the above changes, the review anticipates an improvement in efficiency and 
effectiveness, in particular a greater responsiveness to changes in the external context within 



S/13/74 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

10 of 12 

which the admissions process operates, and more co-operation across the University. An initial 
focus on postgraduate recruitment would reflect the greater urgency arising from anticipated 
falls in demand.  The changes should support a more robust system for meeting targets and 
securing the income stream. 
 
Resource 

57. From a resourcing point of view, the first five changes are easier to implement, although the 
first change requires an IT system to underpin customer relationship management, the 
resource for which has been requested in the current planning round.   The sixth change, the 
introduction of a two stage process, could be introduced quickly with pump priming of staff 
resource, but the review recommends that it should evolve, beginning on a smaller scale.   
 

58. The evidence from internal and external examples of centralisation shows that whilst it is 
possible to save some resource in a part-centralised model it would be easy to be over-
optimistic about the level of savings. The review is suggesting that any saving should be 
targeted at conversion activity, so that the overall result would be stronger recruitment and 
higher income (particularly from postgraduate entrants) rather than resource saving. 
 

59. One approach to resourcing would be to consider how existing larger clusters of non-academic 
staff working on admissions processes, such as in the Business School, could be used in a 
more institutionally coordinated manner. This could become the future model: teams 
constructed around faculty-based subject clusters, managed within a common University 
process, with departmental and University accountabilities.  It would result in shifting 
departmental staff resource from admissions decision-making to conversion activity. 
 

60. The review proposes that the process should first be trialled with taught postgraduate 
admissions, which is currently where engagement with enquirers and applicants is the least 
consistent, and with targeted undergraduate access groups, where the benefits are most 
needed.  It could then be implemented more widely, applying it to undergraduate admissions, 
where, in this core area of University business, the risks must be managed most carefully.   
 
Indicative Implementation Timeline 

61. The key changes proposed above have different timelines, and progress has already been 
made on some of the non-controversial changes.  Calculated offer factors are already being 
used as a means of monitoring postgraduate recruitment, and in the next cycle following their 
systematic endorsement they will be used as targets for offer making.  
 

62. The fundamental distinction between pre-qualification undergraduate admissions decisions and 
post-qualification decisions was already in place in 2013.  In August 2014 the operational 
implementation of post-qualification institutional priorities will build on the experience of 2013, 
particularly around the adjustment process, the co-location of staff and the management of 
communication with applicants. 
 

63. The clearer definition of roles and accountabilities will be taken forward immediately.  This 
requires consultation and agreement, but the intention is to move towards standard role 
descriptions during the next admissions cycle.  Standard job descriptions will be available for 
those recruiting staff to positions that involve admissions work.   
 

64. Further automation of stages in the current admissions process is already happening.  For 
example, a workflow system for managing enquiries and communications in adjustment has 
been developed.  One of the next targets is the automation of much of the assessment of fee 
status queries.  A series of IT developments will be incorporated into the student systems 
development plan to be scheduled through next academic year. 
 

65. Following on from the definitions of roles and responsibilities in conversion activity, an IT 
system to underpin customer relationship management is required.  The need to resource this 
development has been presented in the current planning round.  Some preliminary work has 
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been done on developing a specification for such a system, which could be developed very 
quickly into a detailed specification.  The timeline for its implementation will depend on the 
priority that is given to it in institutional resourcing decisions. 
 

66. Small scale trials of the two stage admissions process are already happening.  In autumn 
2014, early adopters of the two stage process will be identified and the scheme will be tested 
through that cycle, with a view to implementing fully with the early adopters from October 2015.  
 
Postgraduate Research Students 

67. The recruitment of postgraduate research students requires separate consideration.  There 
have been significant issues within departments about the management of research 
postgraduate recruitment.  For example, in some departments there is poor communication of 
targets with some directors of postgraduate research students being unaware of the 
recruitment targets being set.   Poor use of management information has meant a lack of 
understanding of the application, offer and acceptance ratios required to deliver the targets.  
Responsibility for scholarship management and development has been dispersed with no 
overall coordination or strategy, no central coordination of marketing and communications, and 
a confusing web presence for prospective PGR candidates. 
 

68. Interventions to address these issues have already been made and continue to be made.  The 
Dean for Postgraduate and Undergraduate Education is working with Deputy Heads of Faculty 
to develop a more coordinated and systematic approach to managing PGR recruitment, 
admissions and conversion.  The Strategic Planning Unit is building on the monthly admissions 
statistics, which are produced by the admissions office, to create reports which estimate 
application, offer and acceptance ratios required to meet each departmental target. These 
reports are being distributed with a covering note indicating the departmental actions required 
to meet targets.  A Scholarships Manager is being appointed who will have responsibility for 
the operational delivery of a scholarships strategy and for the development of an effective web 
presence.  We are increasingly using the doctoral training centres to improve the offering to 
research students, through enhanced student support and supervisory practice that has 
benefited from training. 
 
Conclusion 

69. This report asks Education Committee and Senate to consider the five principles set out in 
paragraphs 46, and the key changes proposed in paragraphs 47 to 56, which in summary are: 
 

a. better coordination of conversion activity, with clearly defined responsibilities, 
underpinned by enhanced IT systems; 

b. clearer definition of roles and accountabilities, with matrix management to ensure 
that anyone who has a role in the admissions process is accountable for its delivery, 
irrespective of where that individual is located; 

c. recognition of a fundamental distinction between pre-qualification undergraduate 
admissions decisions and post-qualification decisions, managing post-qualification 
decisions separately in view of a defined set of institutional priorities, as they were in 
2013; 

d. automation of  some stages in the current processes with further IT developments ; 
e. introduction of offer factors for postgraduate programmes to mitigate the risk of 

under-recruitment; 
f. the targeted and tailored introduction of a two stage selection process, initially 

where it will have maximum benefit, with the possibility of implementing it more 
widely. 

 
70. If Education Committee and Senate are minded to approve these proposals then their 

implementation will be taken forward in phases in accordance with the indicative timeline set 
out above (paras.61-66). 
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Project Board Membership  
The Project Board responsible for the review and this report comprised the following:  
Dr James Blowey, Professor Tim Clark, Professor Adrian Darnell, Mrs Elizabeth Dodds, 
Mr Richard Emborg, Dr Susan Frenk, Dr Michael Gilmore (Chair), Professor Ranald Michie, Mr 
John Pritchard, Mrs Sharne Procter, and Professor Tom Ward, with support from Mrs Naomi 
Blayney, Mr Tom Pulman and Miss Sophie Daniels. 
 
 

71. Proposed Resolution/Action/Next Steps 
The Senate is asked to discuss the Strategic Review of Admissions. 
 


