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SUMS was commissioned to review the University of Oxford’s
operating model for professional services, objectively analysing
the strengths and deficits of existing provision and specifically
bringing forward evidence-based options and recommendations
for reform. The scope of the engagement included all
Professional Services across the institution, including those
provided centrally, divisionally and departmentally.
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“SUMS supported Oxford University as we successfully
delivered the initial analysis phase of a Strategic Review
of Professional Services.

Oxford has a number of peculiarities as an institution, not least a
significant level of devolution which requires careful handling of a large
number of stakeholders for any strategic initiative.”

Our approach
As one of the UK’s most federated and politically complex
institutions, SUMS was mindful of the need for our technical target
operating model expertise to be allied with nuanced and
sophisticated stakeholder engagement.

We conducted extensive ‘as is’ analysis using both quantitative and
qualitative tools and techniques, presenting findings through
multiple different channels in order to meet the needs and
preferences of a diverse group of stakeholders.

For example, we developed bespoke dashboards through Tableau
which provided a visual assessment of the institution’s financial
efficiency and customer satisfaction metrics and its relative
performance against its peer group comparators. Simultaneously,
we developed and conducted a structured listening exercise with
users of PS functions.

 They provided support and assistance in areas where we lacked in-house
capability, particularly around data analysis and in providing insight and
understanding from the broader sector, to ensure that our findings were
credible, evidence-based and capable of standing up to significant internal
challenge and debate.



Our conclusions
Our conclusions incorporated a
foundational plan for transition to a
fully architected Professional
Services Target Operating Model, a
full suite of evidence on which to
continue to build the case for change
and to achieve buy-in, and a
prioritised schedule of areas for
improvement activity that could
improve the day-to-day pressures of
operations. Our recommendations
spanned all expected dimensions of
operating model maturity,
particularly across the components
of Service Delivery and Business
Processes, Organisation and
Funding, and People & Technology.

The outcomes
This drew out observations on
parameters ranging from resourcing
and budgets through to end-to-end
process flows and operational
efficiency deficits, policies and
regulations, and stakeholder
experience.

SUMS was also able to inject insight
and challenge around future
opportunities linked to Artificial
Intelligence (AI) and machine
learning, particularly around self
service and the automation of high-
volume transactional processes.
Importantly, SUMS’ analysis was
provided in both high-level and
granular detail.

This was borne from our
experience that meaningful reform
requires a robust evidence base
for change that goes well beyond
analysis of corporate proxies for
efficiency and effectiveness.
By way of example, our volume
demand insight for the academic
administration function did not
just result in insight around
relative growth in staff FTE but
drilled into metrics such as
numbers of student registrations,
associated email queries, the five-
year trend analysis and the
PESTLE factors resulting in
increased complexity (to inform
staffing needs assessment).

The work is reporting formally into
the University Services
Subcommittee, and at a project level
through the University Registrar
who chaired the Design Authority
(Strategic Review Working Group).
This also included senior
management team members such as
the Director of Planning & Council
Secretariat, Director of HR and
Director of Financial Planning &
Analysis. The forward plan was
approved at the final Strategic
Review Working Group meeting
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SUMS put in significant time and
effort to understanding the nuances
of our organisation, and the types of
limitations that affect how strategic
work of this nature can be taken
forward successfully here.
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SUMS were proactive and willing to adjust their
approach to our particular needs, providing expert
advice and challenge while ensuring that the
Registrar and her senior team were able to shape the 
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work and take full ownership of its findings – essential in an
organisation where consultation and engagement is a thorough 
and prolonged process. 

We are grateful to SUMS for their support on this initiative,
particularly their flexibility, responsiveness and willingness to help
us shape our own approach to the work. Their assistance has meant
the analysis phase of our Strategic Review has landed well, with
general acceptance of the Review’s major findings – no small feat in
an organisation as diverse and devolved as Oxford”

https://sums.ac.uk/universities-efficiencies

