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Scotland’s newest University: is it time to embrace a 
new structure? 

Patrick O'Donnell (CAIRN editorial) Invites Alastair MacColl 
to Discuss UHI's Development and Future. 

Modelled on a federal, collegiate university, 
based on a number of existing and 
geographically dispersed Further Education 
(FE) colleges and research institutions, the 
University of the Highlands and Islands 
(UHI), clearly abandoned the more 
conventional model of a single campus 
university in a single location.   

However, early in the summer of this year, 
the Scotsman reported that UHI may be 
focusing on an organisational restructuring 
(Business case to be lodged for a 
restructuring of the University of the 
Highlands and Islands, 13th May 2024).  
This proposed restructuring – which seems 
to be leaning towards a more integrated 
partnership - is set against a backdrop of a 
merger of three of its colleges in 2023 - UHI 
North Highland, UHI Outer Hebrides and 
UHI West Highland. The Scotsman article 
also revealed that UHI has ‘to evolve in 
order to meet some of the challenges that 
are there’. 

 
To find out more the CAIRN journal 
editorial team invited Alastair MacColl 
(Chair of UHI Court) to discuss the 
development of UHI and its future. The 
conversation was framed by 5 questions: 

 

1. In August 2011, UHI celebrated the 
accolade of university title, becoming 
Scotland’s newest university. Q. In what 
ways has the UHI partnership evolved 
since that time? 

 
It’s important to remember that UHI is 
Scotland’s newest university, so when we 
think about the evolution of UHI and its 
legacy we’re not looking at a period that 
spans decades. UHI was founded in 2011 
to provide a regional university which would 
deliver high-quality education and 
vocational training, tailored to the 

unique needs and characteristics of the 
Highlands and Islands, Moray and 
Perthshire, fostering economic, cultural, 
and social development. Today, our 
university partnership is a globally 
recognised tertiary institution, delivering 
high quality further education, higher 
education and world class research to 
over 36,000 students per year, across 
70 teaching and learning centres, many 
in island and rural areas. With well 
developed and successful pathways 
between further and higher education. 
Most importantly, as a partnership, we 
place our students at the heart of 
everything we do.  

 
As our regions continue to work towards 
realising their social and economic 
potential, UHI remains fundamental to 
ensuring that progress is sustained.  UHI 
acts as an anchor institution for 
investment and growth, developing the 
kind of knowledge and skills that support 
the regional and island economies. Put 
very simply, no other university in 
Scotland has our deep and fundamental 
connection to the communities and 
islands we serve, their priorities, 
languages and culture. 

 
We pride ourselves on being a dynamic 
institution, that is progressive, ambitious 
and bold. In many ways that’s 
characterised by our early investment in 
technology to deliver a fully tertiary 
curriculum where and when our students 
require it, regardless of location.  Our 
UHI 2030 Strategic Plan, designed 
collaboratively by all of our academic 
partners, sets out a route map to 
translate our future ambitions into 
results. Thinking globally and acting 
locally in an intensely competitive 
environment, to deliver world class 
education, vocational skills, research and 
innovation. With a local, regional, 
national and global reach. 
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2. What do you think have been the 
key challenges for UHI since achieving 
university title? 

 
The impressive progress made by UHI 
since 2011, has been based on the 
collaborative nature of our partnership, as 
well as the overwhelming dedication and 
support we enjoy from our staff, 
communities and stakeholders. However, 
we have to acknowledge that despite the 
many successes, the UHI wide partnership 
can at times be a complex and expensive 
organisation. Our partners have their own 
leadership and management styles, their 
own administration systems, processes, 
operations and governance arrangements; 
That is part of our strength, but it can also 
create duplication of cost and processes.  
 
So, as a new university, a central challenge 
for UHI is how to evolve, transform and 
adapt in ways that reduces duplication and 
complexity. To allow us to invest even more 
heavily in those things that provide the very 
best student experience. But crucially, 
maintain that local delivery, diversity, 
specialism and on the ground 
understanding of what students, 
communities and businesses need. 

 

In 2024 and beyond, UHI needs to be 
increasingly nimble and responsive, to 
capitalise on new opportunities and adapt 
to the changing needs and expectations of 
our students, as well as a rapidly evolving 
labour market. So, while UHI’s current 
legacy structure has allowed us to deliver 
a high performing modern tertiary 
university, our partners now all agree that 
we need to adapt as we prepare for the 
challenges and opportunities of next 
decade and beyond. 

 
3. In very recent times the UHI 
partnership, along with key stakeholder, 
have been conceptualising a new 
university operational model based on a 
more integrated structure. Q What can 
you say about the key driving forces 

behind the move towards a new 
UHI model? 

 

I should emphasise that as a 
partnership, we’re still exploring our 
options. So, I wouldn’t want to pre-judge 
the outcome of the work being 
undertaken at the moment. But our 
partnership is committed to thinking, 
acting and planning in a more integrated 
fashion. 
 
Similar conversations and debates on 
the need to be more integrated and 
streamlined aren’t new, but in our current 
economic climate these conversations 
have intensified and expanded. 
 
Quite simply, we want to leverage the 
scale, diversity and unique strengths of 
our partnership. To do so, like every 
other successful and ambitious 
organisation, we need to adapt to 
environmental changes and get in the 
best possible shape to take advantage of 
those new opportunities I mentioned. 
Becoming a destination of choice for new 
learners based on a curriculum designed 
around our student’s needs, and the 
changing world of work.  
 
At no other time in recent history have 
there been so many opportunities for our 
regions and students.  From the Green 

Freeport i to vast renewable energy 
projects and major developments in 
sectors like engineering, advanced 
manufacturing, construction, creative 
industries, space, and life sciences, 
generating jobs for our students and a 
demand for our pioneering research. 
This is a moment in time that we need to 
be ready to seize on behalf of our 
students. 

 
It's all about ensuring that each and 
every one of our students has access to 
the very best opportunities and 
outcomes, offering better economic 
destinies in our regions for this 
generation, the next generation and 
beyond.  
 

  But, like many Scottish universities and 
colleges, UHI does face financial 
challenges in the current economic 
climate. The sector has faced a double 
digit cut in real terms funding over the 
last decade and faces very significant 
inflationary and policy pressures. UHI’s 
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unique structure, spread across a large 
rural and island geography, means that 
the cost of education is much higher 
than in more urban areas, and this, 
combined with an exceptionally 
challenging funding climate means that 
UHI needs to adapt and transform the 
way we work. 

 
Based on our current operating model 
the financial position of UHI will continue 
to face challenges with reference to 
sustainability in the longer term, like so 
many other institutions in Scotland and 
across the UK. Those pressures require 
positive change to tackle our underlying 
cost base and diversify our revenue 
streams. That will support growth and 
the kind of investment our students 
deserve; investment in people, 
infrastructure, technology and most 
importantly, the experience of each and 
every one of our students. The kind of 
collaborative and co-designed evolution 
we’re working towards, will enable UHI 
to build on our position as an 
exceptional tertiary education institution 
that delivers world class education and 
research within its communities well into 
the next century.  We’re adapting and 
developing like any good organisation. 

 

I should reference that this process has 
and will continue to involve all of our 
specialist partners, who are absolutely 
central to our partnership.  But at all times, 
those partners will continue to express 
their involvement in a way that 
accommodates their individuality and their 
very specific academic and practical 
priorities. 

 
4. How will UHI’s core mission and 
standing in Scotland and beyond be 
enhanced by transitioning away from 
its traditional federalist collegiate 
model to an UHI model reflecting a 
more integrated (both strategically and 
operationally) institution? 

 

It is our intention, with the support of the 
Scottish Government, students, staff and 
stakeholders, to design a more integrated 
future for our partnership.  A future which 
ensures that students and communities 
remain at the heart of determining what 
we do and how we do it, with locally based 
learning and research, providing a single 
‘front door’ to business and industry in line 

with our 2030 strategy. With the emphasis 
on local. 
 
It’s too early to say exactly what that 
model will look like. That will be decided 
by our partners and UHI Court and a 
process of consultation with our staff and 
all of our stakeholders. What is certain 
however, is that as UHI evolves it will stay 
true to its founding mission.  

 
Let's be clear that working in a more 
integrated way means leveraging our scale, 
diversity and strengths so that we can 
deliver even greater economic, social and 
cultural impact. Attracting and keeping 
talent in our regions, supporting 
repopulation where it's required and driving 
economic growth. It does not mean 
centralising. Just the opposite. 
 
The crucial role we play in Scotland, and 
the Nation’s National Strategy for 
Economic Transformation, will only be 
enhanced by providing lifelong learning and 
skills that are even more responsive to 
emerging regional, national and 
international needs.  It’ll allow our students 
to play an even more key part in providing 
solutions for some of the local and global 
challenges and opportunities we face. 

 
5. Work on the conceptualisation of a 
new UHI model has been progressing 
over the last year. In what ways (if any) 
has this remodelling experience 
shaped and challenged your own 
perceptions and understandings of 
the UHI partnership? 

 

The process is still very much work in 
progress, but our discussions and work 
to date, have reinforced the enormous 
value of UHI to the people and 
communities of the Highlands and 
Islands, Moray and Perthshire. And also, 
to Scotland more generally.  It's also 
underlined that for most of us, life is still 
very much local in 2024 and involving all 
of our stakeholders in a consistently 
open and transparent dialogue about the 
future of UHI, helps us to make better 
decisions. Collaboration is at the heart of 
everything we do. That's been reinforced 
by the role of the UHI Foundation in our 
discussions. Our Foundation is another 
unique feature of life at UHI, 
representing our 40,000 alumni as well 
as various stakeholder groups and 
residents of the communities we 
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serve. More than anything else though, 
this process highlighted the resilience, 
belief and commitment of our staff. They 
are brilliant, and are already thinking, 
planning and acting in an integrated 
fashion. Our student association,  HISA, 
have also played an invaluable role in 
shaping our future. They've been 
involved at every stage and have 
probably been the loudest and most 
progressive voice for positive change.  
We are very proud that at UHI learning 
means more. So, I guess for me 
personally, this last year has reinforced 
just how unique the UHI partnership is, 
and how it plays a crucial role in 
enriching individuals, communities and 
regions. 

 
Notes 

 
1 In 13 January 2023, Inverness and 
Cromarty Firth Green Freeport was 
selected by the Scottish and UK 
Governments to become one of Scotland’s 
first Green Freeports. The Green Freeport 
aims to build a world-beating floating 
offshore wind manufacturing sector, 
creating thousands of new jobs and 
attracting £2.6 billion in inward investment. 
In addition to offshore wind manufacturing, 
it will focus on green hydrogen and creating 
a new innovation cluster in life sciences. 
The Green Freeport offers businesses 
looking to locate here a package of tax and 
customs 
incentives. Green Freeport status will 
maximise local and Scotland-wide benefits 
from a pipeline of renewable energy 
projects, including the huge opportunities 
from ScotWind, and will place the 
Highlands at the heart of the drive towards 
net zero. The Inverness and Cromarty Firth 
Green Freeport company is backed by The 
Highland Council, Port of Cromarty Firth, 
Global Energy Group, Port of Inverness 
and HIE, alongside over thirty regional and 
national businesses, public sector 
organisations and academic 

bodies. All partners are working together 
to maximise the benefits to our region 
and build future industries from this 
‘once in a generation’ opportunity 
(Inverness and Cromarty Firth Green 
Freeport | HIE). 
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https://www.offshorewindscotland.org.uk/
https://www.hie.co.uk/base-your-business-here/inverness-and-cromarty-firth-green-freeport/
https://www.hie.co.uk/base-your-business-here/inverness-and-cromarty-firth-green-freeport/
https://www.hie.co.uk/base-your-business-here/inverness-and-cromarty-firth-green-freeport/
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The College Action Inquiry Research Network (CAIRN) Journal aims to be an 
important voice in the scholarship of the Scottish college sector. 

 
The author holds the copyright to the content of the document.
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