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Context

NUIG has demonstrated a strong commitment to the strategicdialogue process, aligning performance
and ambition to the university’s strategic plan. Over the course of the compact, the university has
continued to develop its research profile, internationalise its campus while maintaining its
commitment to serving the needs of its region. NUIG is currently in the process of incorporating St
Angela’s College.

Introduction

The HEA opened by welcomingthe NUIG delegation to the meetingand noted that it was the fourth
strategicdialogue meeting to date. As theirinitial observation, the HEA remarkedon their view of how
the sector has responded well to the challenges of providing quality education in an increasingly
constrained environment, and it is important to sustain this in the future. An agenda had been
prepared toinform the discussion. Interms of the strategicdialogue process as a whole, the HEA, for



its part, considers that this has overall become an essential part of the HEA — HEI relationship, and for
wider system performance and accountability. Given that anew cycle will commence shortly, the HEA
will consider how this might evolve, and will seek views from the sector on how the process can be
improved.

NUIG took the opportunity to make a written response, prior to the meeting, setting out areas of
clarification. NUIG stated the process was a positive development and useful for faculty to set targets
and identify different measurement tools to assess performance. Conversely, the university has
endured a particularly difficult period, especially forits staff as they have experienced areductionin
numbers and indirect salary reductions on top of increasing student numbers. However, overall the
university feelsit has performed strongly over the course of the compact.

Cluster Developments

As per the compact self-evaluation, NUIGis the largest institution in the clusterand it recognises that
it should play a leadership role. The context of a diminishing demographic, coupled with some
institutions increasing their student numbers and others pursuing Technological University
designation, has created a tension within the cluster. The university confirmed it has no issues with
competition butthatthere shouldbe asystem levelresponseto meetthe needs of the region and this
won’t manifestappropriately unlessit’s incentivised. In NUIG’s view, the HEA needs to provide more
leadership, instruments and mechanisms to reward cooperation.

NUIG stated that the institutions within the region collaborate to leverage regional engagement. For
example, LYIT collaborates with NUIG to provide PhD education which is then used as a catalyst to
attract industry to the region. The cluster partners try to avoid duplication of provision but as some
institutions are in financial deficit, thereis anincentiveto grow student numbers and henceintroduce
additional programmes even where this may duplicate current provision

The cluster has performed well in areas such as developing progression pathways. loT employees
complete PhDs with NUIG and there is joint PhD supervision, but they note that there has been
relatively smallreward forthe level of effort provided by each partner. If the clusteris to be successful,
it requires acollaborative modelwhich can leverage the ambitionof staff in eachinstitution. It would
be beneficialto collaborate jointly inprogramme provision but the funding modelfor higher education
does notincentivisethis.

International student enrolments

NUIG emphasised thatthereis afinancial imperative to enrol international students, however, as per
the compact self-evaluation, the internationalstrategy is based on enhancing the student experience,
providing an opportunity for international student placements, staff mobility and partnerships with
otherinstitutions.

The university confirmed that its 30% target for international student numbers was setin 2014 when
this cohort represented 22% of the student population. NUIG has grown its international numbers
since 2014 and stated thatit views Brexit as providing both opportunities forthe university, along with
risks, as students may begin to pivot towards institutions located in mainland Europe. As Ireland will
be the only English speaking country in the EU, it is important that Irish HEls encourage students to
undertake European languages.

NUIG confirmed it has a shortage of student accommodation but it is working with both public and
private providers to build capacity. A number of sites have been identified around the city and 450
bedrooms will be built each year for the next two years. The increase in student accommodation is



essential to the university’s international strategy as it needs to be able to guarantee international
students appropriate accommodation.

Research

NUIG confirmed it reviewed its research portfolio and as the university has strengths in both the
medical and engineering fields, coupled with the large industry engagement in these areas, the
majority of its research will befocused on these two disciplines. Furthermore, to underpin institutional
research activity, NUIG recruits staff whose credentials are aligned with the university’spriorityareas.
As perthe compact self-evaluation report, the breadth of performance is highlighted by reference to
increases in its academic citation impacts and the increased diversification of its research funding
sources

Significantly, NUIG is adopting a proactive approach in relation to research and has taken steps to
rectify identified issuesin response to national policy and benchmarking outcomes. An example is
their focus in this year’s return on slow completion rates in PhD provision and recommendations to
addressthis. The degree of critical reflection here is notable and has evidentially provenits value.

NUIG emphasised that the overhead cost of research is problematic. NUIG confirmed its research
income has increased but simultaneously so has its unfunded research overheads, however, the
university must continue to allocate internal funding to meet that overhead as research defines the
institution. NUIG stated that if Ireland wants its HEIs’ research to compete internationally, then the
issue of adequately fundingresearch overheads needs to be addressed. Other countries, such as the
UK, are covering the majority of their research overheads costs. NUIG emphasised it is runninga de ficit
to support its research provision and is applyingits own resources such as leveraging its private
foundation to bridge the gap. This will pose a long-term risk to the institution and the sector more
generally.

GenderEquality

The HEA stated that it would consider the additional information provided by the university relating
to the ‘Gender Equality’ theme as part of its self-evaluation report. The HEA noted national targets
stemmingfromthe HEA National Review of Gender Equality in Irish Higher Ed ucation Institutions and
that NUIG has also setits owninternal targets.

NUIG explained that alot of work has been completedin this domain andits own internal gender task
force recommendations mirror the recommendations of the aforementioned HEA report. The
university had set an ambitious target of achieving at least a 40% female representation on all its
decision-making committees by the end of December 2016. NUIG confirmed it achieved this goal apart
from on its AcademicCouncil. A new structure for appointing members to the Academic Council has
been approved and the university is confident its Academic Council will also have achieved at least
40% gender balance overthe course of the nextyear. WithNUIG’s gender equality action planin place,
it has enabled the institution to build capacity and foster a culture of equality across the institution.
The university is currently reviewing different models of international best practice to continue to
enhance its performance in thisimportant domain.

Other issuesraised

NUIG confirmed there are risk areas which need to be addressed in order for Irish HEIs to improve
their performance. Firstly, there is a risk that due to reduced remuneration packages available, HEls
are struggling to recruit experienced managers into the system. More generally, thesectoris currently
at a juncture where something has to give. As the sector has grown, this has impacted on the



staff/student ratios and the studentswho require the greatest level of supports are being impacted
the most. Incentivisation is also important in order that people to take on leadership roles. This will
require flexible work and support models. More generally, amanagement mixis essential to diverse
and enhanced outcomes.

NUIG stated the higher education sector did not receive additional pay costs stemming from the
agreed pay restoration under recent pay agreements. The HEA confirmed it would seek clarification
fromthe Department of Education and Skills on this matter.

The HEA indicated that the review of the Recurrent Grant Allocation Model (RGAM) is due to be
publishedshortly. The review may recommendsome amendments to the model, to be phasedin over
the next 3 years, and other potential new funding strands which could be contingent on the higher
education sectorreceiving additional funding.

Nextsteps

The HEA intends to circulate a minute of the meetingin late October. HEIs will have the opportunity
to come back on matters of factual accuracy or clarification priorto the publication of the full suite of
documents. Itis expected that the aggregated outcomes fromthe sessionswillinform the publication
of a system level performance reportin 2018.

Summary / Outcomes

The outcome presented below is based on the key inputs of this processi.e.:
e theinstitutionalself-evaluation;
o thereviewbyHEA, and external experts;
e thestrategicdialogue meeting between HEl senior management, the HEA, and external
experts.

NUIG is to be commended for its clear vision and ambitious strategy, which culminated in the
university performing strongly across a number of areas. However, in view of increased levels of
engagement and growth in activity, in the context of decreased funding and staffing levels, the
universityis invited to consider whether it should be prioritisingits activities to mitigate against any
institutional risks.

NUIG's research performance has been impressive, again underpinned by a clear research strategy
and identification of research priorities. The university achieved the majority of targets it set out
withinits performance compact. As research overheads costs are not diminishing, and the university
is subsidisingits research through international income and private foundation subventions, NUIG s
invited to consider if it can continue to grow its research operation based on this current funding
model.

The HEA acknowledges the need for greater clarity around regional cluster policy. NUIG for its part
has acknowledgeditsrole as a veryimportant, if not leading, playerin the region, andthe needfora
collaborative approachif the regionis to compete. There isan opportunity forthose in the region to
setan agendatoo; NUIG is invited to consider how greatertrustamongst the clustercan be fostered
and supported; and how momentum can be maintained at clusterlevel.



